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ABSTRACT 
 
Many feminist and womanist theologians have rejected a sacrificed savior, 
claiming that this theology perpetuates the suffering of marginalized persons. In 
their critiques, they often employ a reading of history that posits an egalitarian Jesus 
at Christianity’s origins. From this reading, soteriological proposals focus on the life 
and ministry of Jesus and away from the cross. This dissertation argues that 
Catherine Bell’s ritual theory replaces the need for an egalitarian Jesus by focusing 
on the ritual lives of women. It contributes to feminist and womanist theologies a 
study of sacrificial ritual at the intersection of three fields: feminist and womanist 
theologies; ritual theory; and early Christian history. Allowing each of these fields to 
inform the investigation, a more textured understanding of sacrifice, ritual, and 
redemption emerges and is placed in relation to Catholic women’s liturgical 
experiences. This dissertation argues that feminist and womanist theologies must 
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account for the ways in which women negotiate their relationship to sacrificial 
ritual. 
 Chapter One outlines ritual theory and feminist critiques of sacrificial 
atonement theology. Chapter Two explores the dialogue on sacrificial atonement 
theology through the works of feminist and womanist theologians. It argues that 
visions of an egalitarian Jesus are unnecessary to their soteriological constructions. 
Chapter Three uses ritual theory to examine the concepts of negotiation and 
ambiguity in sacrificial ritual, drawing out these critical terms for women’s ritual 
participation. Chapter Four explores women, ritual, and sacrifice in the first-century 
milieu, finding that women both consented to and challenged their religious rituals. 
Chapter Five turns to post-Vatican II feminist liturgies, to claim that these 
innovations also enact simultaneity of consent and resistance.  
 The study demonstrates that Catholic women—through their literal and 
symbolic change of space, recognition of bodies, use of new language, and expansion 
of authority in their feminist liturgies of the Eucharist—provide expressions of 
ritual negotiation on which a new narrative of redemption could be based.  It 
suggests that feminist and womanist soteriological constructions should begin with 
the religious ritual negotiations of women.  
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PREFACE 
 
The dissertation is a strange beast. It has consumed my life, my thoughts, and 
my energy. It has hung tightly to me, like a wetsuit that is impossible to peel off, 
even if only for a few hours of escape on a Friday night. Yet, the dissertation is also 
elusive. The words needed to capture the ideas swirling in my mind are like snipe—
those fictional forest creatures that others talk about, but I am sure do not actually 
exist. “Can I really write a dissertation? Can I really do this?” Through each draft, the 
answer has remained uncertain. Particularly for a dissertation on theology, the topic 
is so personal, yet so public. Words must be chosen carefully, and ever so 
thoughtfully. I have failed this delicate task many times in the struggle to give voice 
to my ideas—my passionate feelings—about women and redemption. To my 
surprise, two recent social experiences have spoken so simply and poignantly to the 
complex dissertation work that has taken me nearly two years to clarify into the 
project that you now have before you.  
I walked into the Starbucks some random Sunday, as I had done countless 
times before. It was my favorite dissertation writing spot: free wi-fi, accessible 
coffee, and enough goings-on to keep me awake. But on this particular day, 
something was different. A new sign was posted on the door. It read: Take comfort in 
ritual. This innocuous statement, presumably to promote the social ritual of over-
priced caffeinating, was profound to me. We use ritual to describe so many of the 
repeating actions in our lives; some of them sacred, some of them mundane. This 
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sign was urging its readers to take comfort in ritual. Don’t we, though? Isn’t ritual so 
powerful a concept, so powerful a word, because of its associated comfort? As this 
dissertation will strive to show, ritual may not always be easy, or advantageous, but 
something about it certainly brings us comfort. I will argue that it is in the way that 
ritual forms and molds us—ritualizes us—that we find comfort. Even when we take 
comfort in practices that can do harm to us, it is still comfort that we find. Because 
we have been ritualized, we take comfort in ritual. Yet, it is also that sense of being 
at home with the ritual that inspires some to fight for the ritual, to demand that the 
ritual grow and change with them. This project will strive to speak about the 
redemptive work of those who hold onto ritual. 
On another occasion, I again found my dissertation topic in an unusual place. 
As we were leaving the Mexican restaurant, the cashier gave a squeal of excitement 
to learn that my partner and I were getting married. “Do you know the Lord?” she 
wanted to know. Surprised by the sudden religiosity, with mariachi music playing 
loudly in the background, I gave my standard reply. “I’m getting my doctorate in 
theology.” For some reason, this answer is always interpreted as a “yes!” to any 
questions of spirituality or devotion. The woman continued. “Do you know that he 
died on the cross for you? Yes, his blood has redeemed you.” I nodded my head in 
understanding of her enthusiasm, but inside my jaw was dropping. In the trenches 
of writing about sacrificial atonement theology, having merely escaped for dinner, I 
was shocked to encounter my dissertation topic here on the Southside of Tucson.  
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But, then again, of course my topic was here. If my research has taught me anything, 
it is that religion pervades my culture, just as religion pervaded ancient cultures. But 
it is not just religion that permeates contemporary social fabric; it is the cross of 
Jesus, the notion of having been atoned for by someone else’s death. This concept is 
strong in our shared knowledge, and it’s convincing. It is a powerful story that we 
learn early and hear often—even if we don’t subscribe or believe. Everyone knows 
the cross of Jesus, everyone knows the mantra that he died for the sins of the world. 
Everyone knows that his blood is redemptive. It is a theology that seems to be in the 
water. And yet, escaping that narrative is exactly the work of the feminist 
theologians I will be exploring. This project will take the creative work done by 
feminists to re-imagine redemption, and hold it together with the courage of those 
who embrace sacrificial ritual, to ask questions about women in ritual and to offer 
something new to the field of feminist soteriology. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 
The Problem with Sacrificial Atonement Theology 
 The death of Jesus on the cross has served as the very centerpiece for the 
tradition of Christian faith since its origins in the first century.  It is this death that 
has constituted the very life of Christianity. The cross has been the aspiration of 
martyrs, the banner of empires, and the solace of the oppressed. Jesus was certainly 
not alone in dying such a humiliating death upon wooden beams, the infamous 
“public service announcement” of the Roman Empire against rebellion and 
zealousness.1 And yet it was the particular death of this one Jewish enthusiast from 
the small territory of the Galilee that would paradoxically incite a worldwide 
religion.  
 Behind the ability of the cross to remain, not only present but as a thriving 
source of devotion, throughout Christianity’s two thousand year span, are the 
supernatural connotations of Jesus’ death.  Beginning as early as the writings of the 
apostle Paul near the mid first century, the followers of the early Jesus movement 
articulated something profound about the cross. For Paul, Jesus was a sacrifice 
offered by God, a new paschal lamb, whose blood provides the atonement for 
                                                        
1 Paula Fredriksen, Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews: a Jewish Life and the Emergence of 
Christianity (New York: Knopf, 1999), 233. 
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redemption.2 But his elaboration of the how or why behind this cosmic transaction 
is elusive, at best. Rather than get into the details, Paul simply employs the socially 
embedded language and rhetoric of his time, invoking both Jewish and “Pagan” 
understandings of cult and sacrificial ritual in order to make sense of the death of 
Jesus.  
Later canonical letters reveal this same social embeddedness, as they make, 
even more boldly, the claim of the cross as sacrificial act, asserting the perfection of 
Jesus, making explicit the atonement of sin achieved by his death, and invoking the 
power of his blood.3 The gospels, though written as biographies of the life of Jesus, 
also invoke this sacrificial language when it comes time to write of his impending 
death.4 For the letter to the Hebrews, this understanding continues, as Jesus’ death 
is unequivocally described as the sacrifice for the purification of sins.5 But the terms 
                                                        
2 “Clean out the old yeast so that you may be a new batch, as you really are unleavened. For 
our paschal lamb, Christ, has been sacrificed” (1 Cor. 5:7 NRSV). “They are now justified by his grace 
as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, 25 whom God put forward as a sacrifice of 
atonement by his blood, effective through faith…” (Rom. 3:24 NRSV). 
 
3 “You know that you were ransomed from the futile ways inherited from your ancestors, not 
with perishable things like silver or gold, but with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb 
without defect or blemish” (1 Peter 1:18-19 NRSV). “But if we walk in the light as he himself is in the 
light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin” (1 
John 1:7 NRSV). “Then I looked, and I heard the voice of many angels surrounding the throne and the 
living creatures and the elders; they numbered myriads of myriads and thousands of thousands, 12 
singing with full voice, ‘Worthy is the Lamb that was slaughtered to receive power and wealth and 
wisdom and might and honor and glory and blessing!’” (Rev. 5:11-12 NRSV).   
 
4 “Then he took a cup, and after giving thanks he gave it to them, saying, ‘Drink from it, all of 
you; for this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins’” 
(Matt. 26:27-28 NRSV). 
 
5 “He is the reflection of God's glory and the exact imprint of God's very being, and he 
sustains all things by his powerful word. When he had made purification for sins, he sat down at the 
right hand of the Majesty on high” (Hebrews 1:3 NRSV). “But we do see Jesus, who for a little while 
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for this sacrificial death of Jesus become even more interesting, as the letter 
uniquely portrays Jesus as the very priest who carries out the sacrifice.6 “The Epistle 
[to the Hebrews] accepts without question that the blood was the means and the 
only means . . . of obtaining remission and sanctification (Heb. 9:7, 12-14, 22; 10:4; 
13:11); no rationale is sought, for this is a presupposition of Jewish thought.”7 
Undoubtedly, the power of blood was a presupposition of many ancient cults. And 
early Christianity borrowed these symbols and this language precisely because they 
carried such meaning and social currency in the ancient world. This early and easy 
borrowing from the language and symbols of context, in order to reckon the death of 
Jesus on a cross as a supernatural transaction for the payment of sin’s debt, was also 
easily translated to a rhetoric of dominance. As Christianity’s social status later 
evolved, those who were leaders in the movement could also be among the 
politically and socially powerful, and the language that was once synonymous with 
co-suffering became instead a prescription for obedience and submission given by 
those in power.   
                                                                                                                                                                     
was made lower than the angels, now crowned with glory and honor because of the suffering of 
death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone” (Hebrews 2:9 NRSV). “Unlike 
the other high priests, he has no need to offer sacrifices day after day, first for his own sins, and then 
for those of the people; this he did once for all when he offered himself” (Hebrews 7:27 NRSV). Cf. 
also Hebrews chapter 9. 
 
6 Cf. Hebrews 3:1; 4:14; 5:5, 10; 6:20; 7:26; 8:1; 9:11. 
 
7 Frances Margaret Young, The Use of Sacrificial Ideas in Greek Christian Writers (Eugene, 
Oreg.: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2004), 165. 
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The notion that Jesus’ sacrifice and suffering provided atonement to God or 
purchased humanity’s salvation became the theological basis for the belief that 
suffering is redemptive. In this line of thinking, God not only affirms Jesus’ suffering, 
God affirms all persons’ suffering as potentially redemptive. This understanding, 
that suffering can be used to win favor with God or redeem a person in the sight of 
God or even to profit grace can lend itself as hope-giving and helpful to those 
undergoing inevitable human affliction. However, this theology is made problematic 
when those in positions of privilege or power are the ones who deliver this message 
and prescribe suffering to those already suffering, those already marginalized, and 
those already disinherited, instead of urging them to fight for the oppressed as Jesus 
also did. It is in this prescription of suffering by the dominant class for the 
subordinated class that the divine is manipulated to support oppression and further 
deny personhood to those on the margins. When delivered by someone who is not 
suffering—and even when delivered by someone who is—this theology risks the 
perpetuation of silence and acquiescence in the face of dominance and violence and 
injustice. 
 
The Feminist Critique 
 
A critique of salvation through sacrifice, through anyone’s sacrifice but 
especially through the sacrificial death of Jesus, has been at the heart of 
contemporary theological analysis of the cross. Many feminist theologians have 
largely rejected the image of a sacrificed savior, claiming that this image sanctions 
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and perpetuates the suffering of marginalized persons, especially marginalized 
women. As Rebecca Parker explains, “When theology presents Jesus’ death as God’s 
sacrifice of his beloved child for the sake of the world, it teaches that the highest 
love is sacrifice,” a theology that often brings what Mark Heim labels “toxic 
psychological and social effects.”8 By encouraging those who suffer to understand 
their suffering as sacred, this “toxic” theology discourages critique of the human 
systems that produce suffering and prevents marginalized persons from resisting or 
rejecting the imposition of injustice.  
 In an effort to abate these effects, theologians have developed alternative 
narratives of redemption that re-envision or define salvation in non-sacrificial 
terms. Toward such an end, theologians have either tapped non-orthodox sources 
for their different interpretations of Jesus or they have reframed orthodox 
christologies in such a way that Jesus’ teachings, his resurrection, and his radical 
redefinition of religion are envisioned as the true sources of salvation.9 Through 
either method, the conclusion is that the blood of the cross is no longer necessary 
                                                        
8 Rita Nakashima Brock and Rebecca Ann Parker, Proverbs of Ashes: Violence, Redemptive 
Suffering, and the Search for What Saves Us (Boston: Beacon Press, 2002), 25. Parker continues her 
thought, “But what if this is not true? What if nothing, or very little, is saved? What if the consequence 
of sacrifice is simply pain, the diminishment of life, fragmentation of the soul, abasement, shame? 
What if the severing of life is merely destructive of life and is not the path of love, courage, trust, and 
faith? What if the performance of sacrifice is a ritual in which some human beings bear loss and others 
are protected from accountability or moral expectations?” (emphasis mine). S. Mark Heim, “Christ 
Crucified: Why Does Jesus’ Death Matter?” The Christian Century 118.8 (March 7, 2001): 14. 
 
9 Some of the most recent, and most excellent, examples of this constructive effort to offer a 
non-sacrificial reading of the cross are S. Mark Heim, Saved from Sacrifice: A Theology of the Cross 
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2006), J. Denny Weaver, The 
Nonviolent Atonement (Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2001), and 
Stephen J. Patterson, Beyond the Passion: Rethinking the Death and Life of Jesus (Minneapolis, Minn.: 
Augsburg Fortress Press, 2004).  
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for salvation. These contemporary, revisionist interpretations of foundational 
Christian atonement narratives have expanded studies in theology in liberating 
ways. Yet, two difficulties remain with this feminist approach. First, it is assumed 
that an alternative narrative of origins will lead to a revision of both theology and 
practice. By establishing an egalitarian Jesus or by elucidating the “real” meaning of 
the cross or the true practices of the early church, scholars suppose a direct 
connection between ancient cause and contemporary effect. The reality, however, is 
that the complex and often unhelpful reality of Christianity’s sacrificial origins must 
be dealt with directly, and not glossed over by a contemporary re-reading that sets 
sacrifice off to the side, as if it could, today, be taken or left. This leads to the second 
difficulty: the dynamics of ritual remain unaccounted for, including the spaces of 
negotiation within ritual whereby women continue their participation in patriarchal 
traditions in complex ways. No re-reading can erase such an embodied reality or 
people’s experienced connection to that history, nor should it.  
It may be that the key to addressing the damaging effects of sacrificial 
theology and its accompanying ritual is not to be found in the high hopes of 
discrediting the “story” or challenging the context of the cross at all. Rather, 
liberation might be found in looking more closely at the reality of the ritual and the 
people—particularly the marginalized—who themselves persist within Christian 
tradition and especially within the Catholic sacrificial ritual of the Mass which 
10 
 
 
celebrates the death of Jesus.10 Therefore, this project will explore the question of 
salvation at the intersection of ritual theory and a textured historical analysis of 
selected sites from the sacrificial milieu of early Christianity. The originality of such 
an examination, then placed in dialogue with the ritual negotiations made by 
contemporary Catholic women within feminist liturgy, will enable this project to 
offer a new paradigm for constructing a relevant feminist soteriology.  
 
The Insight of Ritual Theory 
 
Ritual theorists claim that participation in ritual molds its participants—even 
those who are excluded on the basis of that ritual—into believing that the ritual is a 
reflection of their own belief and personhood, by not-seeing the whole of the ritual. 
Catherine Bell’s ritual theory identifies this potentially self-oppressive yet willing 
cooperation with ritual as ritualization.11 This power of ritual lies in its repetition of 
particular relational dynamics, advantageous to some and oppressive to others. 
These dynamics are subconscious and unrecognized; herein lies their success.12 
“Ritualization is a particularly ‘mute’ form of activity. It is designed to do what it 
                                                        
10 Many are among those marginalized in Christian traditions and rituals. This project 
recognizes that reality, but chooses to focus on women as a large population among the marginalized 
and as the segment of the population often addressed by feminist theological work.  
11 Catherine Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 
197–223. 
 
 12 “As Foucault phrased it, ‘People know what they do; they frequently know why they do 
what they do; but what they don’t know is what what they do does.’” Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul 
Rabinow, Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics, 2nd ed. (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 2983), 187; cited and discussed in Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, 108–110. 
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does without bringing what it is doing across the threshold of discourse or 
systematic thinking.”13 Through ritualization, the ritual becomes part of the body’s 
habitual knowledge, rather than part of the mind’s consciousness.14 From the body’s 
knowing, the mind’s knowing follows. 
However, Bell also notes that “the notion of consent cannot mean ‘false 
consciousness’ or ideological colonization of the participant’s consciousness since 
power as such does not reside outside the relationships constituted by and 
constitutive of power in defining participants themselves.”15 This means that, under 
the dynamic of ritualization, participants are both passive and active. The body 
negotiates its involvement in ritual, in order to achieve agreement in its 
participation with the ritual. The exploration of this embodied dynamic of ritual 
under negotiation by women in the sacrificial ritual of the Eucharist is therefore key 
to addressing what I identify as a theologically significant gap between feminist 
                                                        
13 Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, 93.  
 
14 Bell writes: “The strategies of ritualization are particularly rooted in the body, specifically, 
the interaction of the social body within a symbolically constituted spatial and temporal 
environment. Essential to ritualization is the circular production of a ritualized body which in turn 
produces ritualized practices” (Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, 93). “[The] natural logic of ritual 
[is] a logic embodied in the physical movements of the body and thereby lodged beyond the grasp of 
consciousness and articulation” (Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, 99). 
 
15 Ibid., 208. An example of Bell’s statement can be found in the “redemptive interpretation 
of the hegemonic order” practiced by women in recognition of the shaping of their bodies by current 
magisterial theology (196). For further discussion, see: Tina Beattie, New Catholic Feminism: Theology 
and Theory (London: Routledge, 2006). 
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soteriologies that dismiss sacrifice and women’s ecclesiological practices that 
persist in sacrificial ritual.16 
 In the Catholic eucharistic ritual, women are ritualized into participation by a 
ritual that inherently labels them (as well as non-ordained men) as the other, the 
disqualified.17  Women are specifically excluded from agency in the act of sacrifice at 
the altar, a prohibition that is safeguarded by tradition.18 In the New Mass of 
contemporary Catholicism, the role of the priest in the eucharistic ritual is 
dependent upon a privileged authority that is denied to the present and 
participating other. 19 Therefore, the complex task of sacrificial ritual is how to 
                                                        
16 “Catholicism is a consent to papal power and a resistance to it at the same time. Moreover, 
those seen as controlled by ritual authority are not simply able to resist or limit this power; they are 
also empowered by virtue of being participants in a relationship of power.” Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual 
Practice, 214. 
 
17 This project fully recognizes both men and women as subjects of ritualization, and 
specifically as feminized other, in magisterial ecclesiology. However, the aim of this project is to 
address the participation, including the ritualization and negotiation, of women in particular, toward 
an engagement with feminist soteriology.   
 
18 Pope Benedict XVI released an Apostolic Exhortation about the Eucharist entitled 
“Sacramentum Caritatis” on February 22, 2007. In the Exhortation he states: “Since the Eucharist 
makes present Christ's redeeming sacrifice, we must start by acknowledging that ‘there is a causal 
influence of the Eucharist at the Church's very origins.’” (see: 
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_ben-
xvi_exh_20070222_sacramentum-caritatis_en.html) 
Catholic Eucharistic practice today can hardly be described as identical to the practices of 
the Christians of the first century—but the force of this claim cannot easily be denied, as ritual, 
tradition, and origins are evoked in a circular fashion, one reinforcing the other. And this 
demonstrates Bell’s point about ritualization: “Ritualization does not see how it actively creates 
place, force, event, and tradition, how it redefines or generates the circumstances to which it is 
responding. It does not see how its own actions reorder and reinterpret the circumstances so as to 
afford the sense of a fit among the main spheres of existence—body, community, and cosmos.” Bell, 
Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, 109. 
 
19 For more on the necessary Other in sacrificial ritual, see: Nancy Jay, “Sacrifice as Remedy 
for Having Been Born of Woman,” in Women, Gender, Religion: A Reader, ed. Elizabeth A. Castelli (New 
York: Palgrave, 2001) and Stanley Stowers, “Greeks Who Sacrificed and Those Who Did Not: Toward 
13 
 
 
involve the other (so as to perpetuate the need for sacrifice and make obvious the 
authority of the elite) and yet negate the other (so that the elite may retain power). 
This is where sacrifice relies upon ritualization. Bell’s theory highlights how 
sacrificial ritual is able to persist at the expense of so many.20 And yet, there is an 
ambiguity within ritual, that allows for the negotiation of interpretation by its 
participants. Bell writes: “Symbols and symbolic action not only fail to communicate 
clear and shared understandings, but the obvious ambiguity or overdetermination 
of much religious symbolism may even be integral to its efficacy.”21 In such 
ambiguity, where participants make their own terms of negotiation, ritual and 
resistance coexist. This means that the negotiation of meanings and interpretations 
is available in the midst of ritual and ritualization, and that the recognition of 
ambiguity is essential to a feminist soteriology that appreciates women’s complex 
participation. 
 The negotiation by contemporary Catholic women of their ownership and 
participation in such an exclusive ritual, the negotiation of their own ritualization, is 
of primary importance to a deeper theological understanding of women’s 
ecclesiological practices and the underlying soteriologies of such practices. 
                                                                                                                                                                     
an Anthropology of Greek Religion,” in The Social World of the First Christians: Essays in Honor of 
Wayne A. Meeks, eds. L. Michael White and O. Larry Yarbrough (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995). 
 
20 Again, this statement includes the many men and women. However, this project presently 
primarily addresses the role of women. 
 
21 Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, 184.   
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Women’s varying responses to the eucharistic ritual reflect such negotiations. 
Catholic theologian Susan Ross writes that  
[w]omen who continue to participate in the sacramental system, and those 
who have abandoned it, have more in common than they may realize. For 
those who participate in it may well be changing it from the inside, while 
having one foot outside it, and those who have abandoned it may find that 
they are still connected to it. Ambiguity is . . . a component element of 
sacramentality itself, and is also characteristic of women’s involvement in the 
sacraments.22  
 
It is through this space of ambiguity in sacrificial ritual that women are able to 
create their own terms of negotiation. Multiple interpretations of meaning and 
multiple responses open up the possibility for women’s continued participation in 
ritual and the appearance of accord, despite the reality of negotiation. 
I claim that this space of ambiguity opens up a theological space for a 
feminist soteriology that reconsiders women’s ritual praxis, not as a problem that 
must be solved but as a source of soteriological reflection.23 Ambiguity of ritual, 
when recognized as a more responsible historical lens and a more potent theological 
principle, over against the need to recover a liberating narrative, can serve as a 
                                                        
22 Susan A. Ross, Extravagant Affections: A Feminist Sacramental Theology (Continuum: NY, 
1998), 11. Ross continues: “Thus, I advocate neither adaptation of the existing sacramental system 
nor wholesale exodus from it. Rather I argue for ways of expressing this ambiguity, within and 
alongside the sacraments.” 
 
23 Ritual practice, through an imposition of ritualization upon its participants, nonetheless 
allows a “noncommittal participation,” where, Bell says, the individual is at liberty to negotiate 
meanings, beliefs, and understandings in the midst of conformed behavior. I contend that such 
negotiation is instructive for soteriological construction. (Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, 186) 
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promising locus for moving feminist soteriological inquiry forward.24 In contrast to 
the search for a different history of Christian origins, the recognition of ambiguity in 
the sacrificial milieu of early Christianity and in contemporary Catholic women’s 
ritual praxis opens up a different feminist critique of atonement theology, and 
enables a new feminist soteriology that exists in dialogue with contemporary 
women’s eucharistic practices.  
 
Roadmap for a New Narrative 
 
This dissertation forges a new narrative for feminist soteriological 
construction, which will be developed at the intersection of three arenas of religious 
studies: contemporary feminist theology, ritual theory, and studies in early 
Christianity.  
The project proposed herein is one of theological critique, analysis, and 
construction. At the outset, this project will map the feminist and womanist 
soteriological critiques of sacrificial atonement theology. Next, the project will 
explore the implications of ritual theory for the soteriological conversation. Then, I 
will use historical analysis of sacrificial sites from the milieu of early Christianity to 
flesh out the implications of ritual theory for a revised feminist soteriological 
narrative. Finally, I will dialogue with the diverse and creative ways in which 
contemporary Catholic women are engaging in the ritual of the Eucharist, in order 
                                                        
24 Women have somehow been able to “elude the control of male religious hierarchies and 
their theological concepts” (Beattie, New Catholic Feminism, 31). My contention will be that this 
elusion of patriarchy happens through negotiated participation, enabled by the ambiguity of 
sacrificial ritual, and is evidenced by a textured reading of the sacrificial milieu of Christian origins.  
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to: 1) further explore ritual ambiguity in contemporary Christian ritual praxis, and 
2) plumb their insights for a new feminist soteriology. This project will expand and 
give texture to feminist critiques of atonement theology, bringing new resources to 
bear on a more historically-complex and theologically-inclusive conversation, 
enabling the construction of a new narrative for feminist soteriology.  
Chapter Two of this project will survey key feminist and womanist 
contributions to the critique of sacrificial atonement theology. My examination of 
these feminist and womanist de/constructions will center upon the readings of 
history employed by such scholarship. Feminist theological constructions of 
redemption have often hinged upon ahistorical imaginations or an intentional 
methodological disregard for historical complexity, placing feminist theological 
liberation on shaky ground. Additionally, these works have often attempted to 
correct women’s practices instead of seeking to learn from them. Therefore, I will 
survey these theological texts in order to paint a picture of the current basis for 
critique of sacrificial atonement and for soteriological construction.  
In Chapter Three, I will explore the concept of ritual and its dynamics 
through ritual theory. This movement will include a careful examination of both 
ritualization and ambiguity in ritual. I will explore negotiations of ritual as a key to 
women in sacrificial ritual. I will be employing the work of Catherine Bell in order to 
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make this investigation into ritual.25 These insights will be placed in conversation 
with the feminist dialogue on sacrificial atonement theology. 
Chapter Four will return to the conversation with feminist theologians 
regarding the use of historical analysis, by examining the milieu of sacrificial ritual 
in Christian antiquity. A methodology of simultaneity will be employed; a reading of 
history that recognizes both a yes and no to culture by those who were living within 
it. The turn to historical analysis is made with the recognition that ancient Christian 
sacrificial practices and theologies were not monolithic; people then—as now—
negotiated the circumstances and contexts within which they found themselves in 
complicated ways. I seek to offer close readings of sites from Christianity’s origins, 
using the insights of Chapter Three, the analysis of ritual theory, to open up a way of 
reading history that attends to the negotiations of practice. Archaeological and/or 
textual evidence which clearly point to the negotiations of ritual and tradition by 
women will be discussed at these sites. The textured reading of these historical 
sites, offered in contrast to the feminist and womanist readings of history that turn 
to Christian origins to authorize a liberative theology, as discussed in Chapter Two, 
will enable a new narrative for feminist constructions of soteriology. 
Chapter Five will return once again to the feminist theological dialogue. I will 
place the liturgical practices of contemporary Catholic women in conversation with 
significant and ongoing Vatican documents, demonstrating the importance and 
                                                        
 25 Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice.   
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possibility of negotiations in ritual practice. I will then use these diverse and 
creative ritual negotiations of women to elaborate a new narrative for the 
construction of a feminist soteriology that also accounts for historical analysis and 
ritual theory. 
 
 
19 
 
CHAPTER TWO 
 
FEMINIST AND WOMANIST DIALOGUE ON SACRIFICIAL ATONEMENT THEOLOGY 
 
 
Feminist and womanist theologians have done much work to speak of 
redemption as something other than suffering and blood, despite the dominance of 
the cross in Christian tradition. Their writings have opened up new possibilities for 
speaking about salvation and liberation in the Christian narrative, and have 
questioned whether there is redemption in the cross. These theologians have named 
the abuse, violence, and self-disregard placed on women as they are encouraged to 
emulate Jesus as the lamb of God, quietly willing to go to the slaughter for the 
redemption of others by his blood. What they have offered to the Christian tradition 
and to Christians is the ability to express dissatisfaction with sacrificial suffering, 
while retaining the hope of salvation. They have constructed new ways of thinking 
and speaking about “what saves us” that do not depend upon suffering, silence, or 
sacrifice. Feminist and womanist theologians have managed this theological critique 
and expansion by employing a variety of approaches. However, in their efforts to 
expose the patriarchy of the Christian tradition and decentralize the suffering and 
death of the cross, one leading trend has emerged. Many of their critiques and 
constructive interventions are based upon the idea of an egalitarian Jesus or in the 
search for a pristine Christianity where egalitarianism was valued. In other words, 
their argument for a new construction of salvation is founded on the notion that the 
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inclusion and equality of women were present in the life and ministry of Jesus. This 
is the approach of appealing to egalitarian origins, and feminist theologians are 
attempting to not only uncover but revitalize such an original version of Christianity 
for today. My aim in this chapter is to review this feminist approach closely in order 
to understand and engage the historical reading it employs as well as the 
implications of the resulting soteriological constructions offered to women. 
In their search for egalitarian origins, scholars have made a philosophical 
move to foundationalism, since they presuppose that what can be found at the 
origins of Christianity should be the foundation of the movement still today. For the 
feminist search for egalitarian origins, that foundation is very similar to the feminist 
movement, its ideals and values. Sheila Greeve Davaney writes,  
many feminists posited that there was a resonance or correspondence 
between feminist consciousness and the biblical core. . . . Christianity, 
whether in part or as a whole, was assumed to have some identifiable center 
which could be established and which was interpreted as lending 
authoritative weight to the vision articulated by feminist thinkers.26  
 
If, it is argued, there are egalitarian origins at the core of Christianity, then feminist 
theology and its efforts to include the marginalized are simply a renewal movement 
instead of a new narrative. If the aims of contemporary feminist theology can be 
seen at the very start of the Christian movement, in the teachings and ministry of 
Jesus himself, then efforts to reinstate such teachings and practices today are not a 
detour from tradition, but rather a revival of tradition, and an even more 
                                                        
26 Sheila Greeve Davaney, “Continuing the Story, but Departing the Text” in Horizons in 
Feminist Theology: Identity, Tradition, and Norms, eds. Rebecca S. Chopp and Sheila Greeve Davaney 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1997), 201. 
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appropriate interpretation of Christian faith for today. Davaney identifies one of the 
appeals of this move, to find feminism at Christianity’s origins, as the discovery that 
feminism is grounded in an authoritative tradition. If Christianity was egalitarian at 
its origins, then feminism is not merely one alternative among others; it vies to be 
the one true Christianity. 27 With the backing of egalitarian origins, feminist 
theology’s arguments contend for authenticity and adherence to tradition as much 
as any other theological perspective.  
 As Davaney notes, the reliance upon a theory of egalitarian origins is 
widespread in feminist theology, but is often not recognized as such. The 
identification of a strand or root of egalitarianism within the Christian tradition can 
be employed in a subtle manner, without seeming like an overt attempt at literalism 
or naïveté. “[Rosemary Radford] Ruether normatively referenced the prophetic-
liberating strand within the Hebraic and Christian traditions, Letty Russell 
distinguished the liberating center of the traditions, and Sallie McFague called for 
the correlation between contemporary positions and the basic Christian 
paradigm.”28 Among prominent feminist theologians, the use of egalitarian origins 
may take on a variety of theological shape and be employed in a number of 
rhetorics. But what is in common among its advocates is a simple assumption: if one 
                                                        
27 Ibid. “The result of this resonance of history, God, and female experiences was that 
feminist theology could—and did—assert that its norms and constructive proposals were not merely 
contingent historical possibilities vying with other equally contingent options, but instead had a 
cosmic or ontological grounding, or at the very least the backing of an authoritative tradition that 
supported feminist claims to validity.”  
 
28 Ibid.  
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can uncover the historical Jesus in his context, if strands of tradition and Christian 
essence can be traced carefully enough, one will find an egalitarian foundation at the 
very origins of Christianity.  
This theological reading of history has radical potential for creating new, 
often alternative, soteriological discourse in the Christian tradition. Because 
redemption lies at the heart of Christianity, it can be a tenuous venture to 
deconstruct traditional discourse and offer new constructions. Thus, there have 
always been theological moves that are made in the turn to egalitarian origins. 
Although those moves may be subtle, they are nonetheless significant in their 
implications—not only for doctrine, but also for belief and practice. Such theological 
moves are significant for the lives of contemporary women. This investigation will 
look at such soteriological and historical choices through the thought and works of 
five prominent feminist and womanist theologians, as well as engage the 
implications of their theology. First among them will be Rosemary Radford Ruether. 
Ruether has helped to lead the way in feminist theology in North America since the 
1970’s, garnering particular attention to the ecofeminist movement through her 
advocacy and writings. Since then, she has expanded her work to women of the two-
thirds world. Her work for feminist theology and social justice relies heavily upon 
Jesus as a model of resistance to domination through challenge to social order. 
Delores Williams is a leading womanist theologian who confronted the complex 
issue of sexism within oppressed African-American churches. Williams identified 
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African-American women as the marginalized of the marginalized, and emphasized 
the life and ministry of Jesus to construct alternative understandings of redemption 
for rectifying oppression in the now, versus waiting for future salvation. Elisabeth 
Schüssler Fiorenza, possibly one of the most widely published feminist scholars, is 
both theologian and biblical scholar. Schüssler Fiorenza’s early and significant 
contribution to the field involved reconstructing the lives and contributions of 
women in early Christianity through a hermeneutic of creative imagination. Rita 
Nakashima Brock and Rebecca Ann Parker, both feminist scholars and ministers, 
have co-authored two books that challenge doctrines of salvation by a revisionist 
reading of Christian history and personal testimony. Brock and Parker point to the 
damage that a suffering savior and sacrificial soteriology have done to the health 
and wholeness of believers, and offer instead a salvation of healing and acceptance. 
Through these feminist scholars, we will see the new soteriological constructions 
that are made available through their readings of Jesus and/or Christian origins. At 
the conclusion, we will look at the implications of their use of history.      
 
Rosemary Radford Ruether 
 
Rosemary Radford Ruether is one of several key feminist theologians who 
have helped to merge historical Jesus studies with theological studies, for a 
constructive feminist soteriology. Ruether’s challenge to soteriology can be 
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summarized by her striking, but simple, question: can a male savior save women?29 
An important key to her answer, and to the greater body of her work, is the Jesus 
story. For Ruether, Jesus is the original source of resistance against patriarchal 
dominance and is also the starting point for greater inclusivity within the Christian 
tradition. “The Jesus story continues to be paradigmatic for Christian feminists 
because it is understood as exemplifying the redemptive paradigm of feminist 
liberation. . . .”30 Although the historical Jesus interacted with an ancient world far 
distant from the contemporary world of today, for Ruether Jesus’ actions were 
countercultural in a way that defied time and context to embody the feminist ideals 
of today. It is this timeless redemptive paradigm that many feminists seek out when 
they turn to Jesus, and that Ruether relies upon for soteriological construction, as I 
will explore further below. 
How to employ the Jesus story in order to construct a new soteriology, 
however, is a methodological challenge. Ruether’s solution is a hybrid:  
 
 
 
 
                                                        
29 Rosemary Radford Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk: Toward a Feminist Theology (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1983), 116 (title of Ch. 5). Halvor Moxnes, “Jesus in Gender Trouble,” CrossCurrents 
(Fall 2004): 31: “The seminal question posed by feminist theologian Rosemary Radford Ruether, ‘Can 
a male saviour redeem and save wo/men?’ sounds like an innocent question, one that could be raised 
by a child. But it was not a simple question, because it introduced the particular into an area that in 
Christian thought was considered to be universal: the belief in Jesus/Christ
 
as saviour for all of 
humanity.” 
 
30 Ruether, Women and Redemption, 276.  
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We need a dynamic dialectical synthesis of the Catholic understanding of 
ongoing inspired development and the Protestant model of return to origins 
that dismantles distorted developments, seeing this not as a literal “return” 
to some first-century worldview, but as an insightful encounter with root 
stories that releases space for radically new envisionings.31 
  
For Ruether, returning to origins for inspired development means engaging or 
encountering the root story of Jesus. Scholars point to this emphasis in Ruether’s 
work, her encounter with the historical Jesus who was also the Christ—the Synoptic 
Jesus—as what makes her Christology so innovative and liberating.32 For Geoffrey 
Lilburne, author of “Christology: In Dialogue with Feminism,” Ruether’s constructive 
work moves through the historical Jesus to reach a new understanding of the 
Christ.33 Ruether’s Christ is empowered by the tangible humanity of Jesus and also 
the prophetic authority of God.  While Ruether’s vision of redemption seeks to be 
grounded in the praxis and teachings of the historical Jesus, her soteriology becomes 
existentially elevated in the liberated Christ as a representative of God.34 As the 
                                                        
31 Ibid., 280.  
 
32 Geoffrey R. Lilburne, “Christology: In Dialgoue with Feminism,” Horizons 11.1 (1984): 16; 
Ellen M. Leonard, “Christologies in Response to Feminist and Ecological Challenges,” Toronto Journal 
of Theology 16.1 (2000): 17. The Synoptic Gospels point to Jesus as both the historical man and as the 
Christ by identifying him as messianic prophet. Through his preaching, God breaks into the world in a 
redemptive, liberating way. 
 
33 Lilburne, “Christology: In Dialgoue with Feminism,” 16: “Beginning with the life and praxis 
of Jesus, Ruether moves beyond a focus on the historical Jesus to seek a new grasp of the Christ.”  
 
34 Rosemary Radford Ruether, To Change the World: Chrìstology and Cultural Criticism (New 
York: Crossroad, 1981), 5.  “Jesus discloses the transformatory and liberating patterns of relation to 
each other and, through them, to God, not only for his situation, but also in ways that continue to 
speak to our situation.” Lilburne, “Christology: In Dialogue with Feminism,” 18: “While we need to 
respect Ruether's caution with respect to any divine ascription of the person of Jesus, we cannot fail 
to note that where she wishes to speak of Jesus' work, her language suggests a certain uniqueness of 
his person. This uniqueness lies not only in the provision of a radically new model for humanity (i.e., 
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Christ, Jesus provides the prophetic reversal of social structures—the kenosis of 
patriarchy.35 Ellen Leonard, author of “Christologies in Response to Feminist and 
Ecological Challenges,” writes, “For Ruether, Christ as redemptive person finds 
expression in the historical Jesus and continues in our sisters and brothers.”36 The 
soteriology that develops from Ruether’s encounter with the root story of Jesus is a 
salvation that challenges us “to save one another in his name, that is, to continue his 
task and mission of making the Kingdom come more concretely on this earth.”37 
Ultimately, Ruether’s soteriology is one that begins with the liberating praxis of 
Jesus and continues in the liberating praxis of feminist theology today. Ruether’s 
work adds a new dimension to the feminist soteriological conversation by 
identifying salvation not as the static work of Jesus, but as a movement that was 
started with him and continues its dynamism today. Ruether strives to uncover the 
root story of Jesus so that its manifestations can be more clearly see today. 
                                                                                                                                                                     
and accessibly repeatable human uniqueness), but also in the intersection of Jesus' liberating 
ministry with the liberating work of God (i.e., a possibly transcendent and non-repeatable 
uniqueness). Ruether points us to intersections between the intentionality of Jesus and the purposes 
of God, between the acts of Jesus and the saving activity of God.” 
 
35 Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk, 137. Lilburne, “Christology: In Dialogue with Feminism,” 17: 
“Rejecting the imperial Christ and the androgynous Christ, Ruether turns to the ‘prophetic 
iconoclastic Christ,’ who is also spoken of as the ‘messianic prophet’ and the ‘messianic person.’ The 
life and teaching of this messianic prophet is aimed at the reversal of the existing orders and the 
establishment of a new order.” 
 
36 Leonard, “Christologies in Response,” 18. Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk, 138: “Redemptive 
humanity goes ahead of us, calling us to yet incompleted dimensions of human liberation.”   
 
37 Mary Hembrow Snyder, The Christology of Rosemary Radford Ruether: A Critical 
Introduction (Mystic, Conn.: Twenty-Third Publications, 1988), 101.  
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In her work to transform the narrative of redemption such that it reflects the 
root story more faithfully today, Ruether argues for new Christological symbols.38 
Ruether challenges some of Christianity’s dominant Christological symbols, 
exposing them in their original patriarchal context as unfit for today’s narrative of 
redemption.39 For example, Ruether explains that the logos—“the presence of God 
made incarnate in Jesus Christ”—was understood to be male because all sovereignty 
and power was male in the Hellenistic world.40 The male nature of the logos, in 
addition to the maleness of historical Jesus, served to reaffirm the maleness of God. 
The symbol of God as Father and Jesus as Son reflected the patriarchal hierarchy of 
social relationships in the world of early Christianity.41  Based upon these male-
centric symbols which sprung from an androcentric context and patriarchal system, 
Ruether proposes that the symbols must change, as the context and basis for 
upholding them has changed. “All the androcentric assumptions on which the 
Christological symbols were based have been thrown into question.”42 Ruether 
troubles these male-normative symbols by going back to the “praxis of the historical 
Jesus.” Because the mission of Jesus was one of confrontation of privilege and 
                                                        
38 Rosemary Radford Ruether, Introducing Redemption in Christian Feminism (Sheffield, 
England: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998). 
 
39 Ibid., ch. 6. 
 
40 Ibid., 82.  
 
41 Ibid., 83. 
 
42 Ibid., 85.  
 
28 
 
 
exclusion by male leaders, Ruether can offer symbols for the fullness of humanity in 
God—honoring the ways in which men and women share qualities and are fluid in 
their enactment of gender—as well as symbols which go beyond a gendered God 
altogether.43 
Ruether goes beyond inclusive symbols and argues for an egalitarian 
anthropology based upon the particularity of Jesus. When Jesus is seen as a first-
century, Galilean Jew, then no part of his particularity may be paradigmatic, such as 
his maleness. Rather it is his lived message that is salvific. “That message is good 
news to the poor, the confrontation with systems of religion and society that 
incarnate oppressive privilege, and affirmation of the despised as loved and 
liberated by God.”44 Jesus’ egalitarian ways are what transcend time and place. 
Because of this, each person can live in his or her own particularity but also embody 
this message. Again and again, what was Christological about Jesus can be present in 
this world. Based on the perspective that the egalitarian Christ—through the person 
of Jesus—embodied salvation, Ruether also moves to deconstruct the male symbols 
of the Christ, the particularity of the maleness of Jesus, and then moves to 
deconstruct the cross itself. Ruether’s move to the cross is based on the damage that 
has been done to women and other oppressed groups through the rhetoric of 
redemptive suffering. She notes that silence by the oppressed has never served to 
                                                        
43 Ibid., 87. 
 
44 Ibid., 93. 
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change the heart of any oppressor—neither for Jesus nor for women today.45 
Instead of remembering the cross, Ruether calls for a retelling of the root story of 
Jesus which is “more authentic to its historical reality”—a retelling of the Jesus story 
that is more inclusive of women and more conducive to the narrative of redemption 
needed today.46  
In her latest contribution to the body of feminist theological texts, Women 
and Redemption: A Theological History, Ruether takes up the challenge she 
previously laid down, to offer a more historically authentic retelling of the Jesus 
story and thereby a more inclusive redemption narrative. She approaches this task 
by offering an historical examination of gender in relation to the question of 
redemption, narrowing in on key moments, texts, and persons from seven different 
time periods in Christian tradition—people who enacted the root story of Jesus in 
their own context.47 Such work indicates a compelling case for feminist theological 
efforts, to move Christianity forward without its patriarchal ties to history, because 
the root story of Jesus has been lived out in different contexts by different people. 
                                                        
45 Ibid., 99–104. Ruether takes the opportunity to situate her work in feminist tradition, by 
citing other theologians who also employ this same redemptive paradigm. For Joanne Carlson Brown 
and Rebecca Parker, it is “Jesus’ proclamation of justice and abundance of life in the face of 
oppressors, and his disciples’ renewed courage to continue his proclamation.” For Delores Williams, 
“what is redeeming is not Jesus’ sufferings and death, but his life, his vision of justice and right 
relation restored in communities of celebration and abundant life.” For Dorothee Soelle, “redemption 
happens whenever we resist and reject collaboration with injustice and begin to taste the joys of true 
well-being in mutual service and shared life.” For Minjung theologians, such as Andrew Sung Park 
and Chung Hyun Kyung, “redemption takes place in the continual resurgence of power and hope for 
abundant life that sustains the struggle against the system of death.”  
 
46 Ibid., 104.  
 
47 Rosemary Radford Ruether, Women and Redemption: A Theological History (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 1998).    
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She gives affirmation to the expansion of redemption in ways that are inclusive of 
gender and in ways that are also beyond gender.  
Ultimately, Ruether’s work troubles the notion of redemptive suffering. 
When this story gets reinscribed upon the bodies of those already dying, bleeding, 
and suffering, it not only falls short of being redemptive, but needs to be redeemed 
itself.  Although orthodoxy would presume to represent one consistent narrative, 
the interpretation or appropriation of that narrative has actually been one of 
constant change, as shown by Ruether’s work to clarify the root story of Jesus and to 
demonstrate that root story’s embodiment in different times and places. As will be 
shown in the discussion of Delores Williams, as well, the story of redemption is 
continually reimagined and reappropriated, even by the “majority.” Ruether’s work 
demonstrates that feminist attempts at liberating soteriological constructions are 
operating in that same tradition. 
Ruether asserts that, as part of this tradition of evolving discourse, feminist 
theological work has something significant to offer in terms of how salvation is 
reimagined. Included in this soteriological work has been the serious recognition 
and exploration of gender, in both the traditional, dominant narrative and in new, 
alternative narratives of redemption. This, as demonstrated by Ruether, is feminist 
theology’s participation in a long line of texts and people, engaging historical context 
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in theological dialogue. Indeed, feminist theology is an embodiment of this evolving 
conversation, which strives to keep Christian tradition applicable to lived realities. 48  
It is a powerful re-telling of the narrative of redemption, when theologians can 
interpret scripture and tradition to convey a meaning of salvation that is historically 
relevant, contextually meaningful, and boundlessly liberating. Because Ruether 
engages in such a contextual re-telling of the Jesus story, her work is feminist 
theology.  
How, in particular though, does Ruether substantiate her particular re-
telling, her contribution to the inspired development of the Jesus story? In Women 
and Redemption, Ruether turns to Paul’s baptismal formula to engaged the issue of 
equality: there is now neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female 
(Galatians 3:27–28). Ruether determines that Paul used the “not yet” portion of his 
“already but not yet” eschatology to stop short of the realization of the egalitarian 
baptismal formula, invoking a “not yet . . . but soon” perspective on social change 
and progress. Although the formula appears to offer an egalitarian understanding of 
the life of the community, Paul’s eschatological restrictions prevent its realization, 
according to Ruether. Because Ruether has established a “radical familial message” 
by Jesus in her writings, she is able to criticize that the baptismal formula fell short 
under Paul’s watch. She writes:  
 
                                                        
48 Ibid., 8.  
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I believe that Paul did not create this baptismal formula, either in its single 
paired form or its triadic form, because he did not actually promote either an 
ontological return to prefallen wholeness or its implications of social equality 
of women with men, slaves with masters, that would allow either women or 
slaves to throw off their subordination to the paterfamilias of the 
household.49  
 
Ruether supports this thesis by drawing attention to Paul’s lack of explication of the 
gender pair within the triadic formula in Galatians, while yet emphasizing elsewhere 
in the same letter his true (read: exclusive) concern with the ethnic pair.50 His 
interest, only, resided with the Jew-Greek relation, falling far short of the egalitarian 
Jesus’ concern for gender relations.51  
                                                        
49 Ibid., 31.  
 
50 Ibid. “For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything; the 
only thing that counts is faith working through love” (Gal. 5:6 NRSV).  
 
51 Ibid. However, as Ruether notes earlier in her text, the liberation of the gender portion of 
this formula (“there is no longer male and female”) does not necessarily point to gender equality. 
“This understanding of return to spiritual wholeness is androcentric in form (not androgynous; that 
is, no more male and female; not both male and female). Women are called to construct their spiritual 
identity as ‘putting off the works of the female’ (i.e., sex and reproduction) and becoming spiritually 
‘male’” (30). Ouk/kai is used in the Greek, meaning that there is “not male and female,” versus the 
“neither/nor” used in the other parts of the formula. The word choice for the baptismal formula is 
therefore significant for interpretation. One conclusion is that this part of the formula is either 
referring to perfect masculinity, or perfect androgyny. According to Ruether’s analysis, the former is 
more likely being presumed. This means that neither the formula nor Paul imagined an egalitarian 
spiritual state, but rather the inclusion of baptized women under the norm of masculinity. Therefore, 
even if drawn from a Hellenistic Jewish interpretation that offered a glimpse of sexual equality via 
pre-bimorphic spirituality for women, the pre-Pauline baptismal formula still reinscribes a gender 
hierarchy, by offering equality on the condition of masculine normativity. This is especially obvious 
for the gender pair when the wording is taken in comparison to the other parts of the formula. 
Ruether ultimately arrives at another, third interpretation.  Ruether judges that the baptismal 
formula was still liberating in terms of gender, despite its masculine paradigm of normativity.  She 
writes: “[This baptismal formula] suggests overcoming . . . the sociopolitical and legal power of the 
paterfamilias over wives, daughters, and slaves in the household” (31). She makes this conclusion by 
highlighting what she deems to be its original pre-Pauline meaning for deconstructing the 
paterfamilias, the source of hierarchical authority over all lesser bodies in the home. If the 
paterfamilias depends upon differentiation of persons within the home to substantiate his power-
over, then the baptismal formula deconstructs necessary categories, leaving him without the 
delineations which power needs. 
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 In what texts does Ruether find this root egalitarian story of Jesus? Ruether 
turns to the life of Jesus in the synoptic gospels. She asserts that this Jesus not only 
challenged the oppressive Roman ruling structures, but also disputed the 
oppressive Jewish religious structures. “The distinctive character of the message of 
Jesus . . . was the experience of the reign of God already present in signs and 
wonders . . . that broke down the divisions in Jewish society between the ‘pure’ and 
the ‘impure.’”52 Thus, Jesus was a liberator who fought against his culture. According 
to Ruether, it was in this web of Jewish purity regulations that women were 
particularly exposed to marginalization, with the inevitable and incessant impurity 
surrounding their reproductive capabilities. In support of her thesis, which places 
the radical life of Jesus in conflict with the oppressive structures of first-century 
Jewish faith and Jewish life, Ruether cites numerous scripture passages from the 
synoptic gospels, where Jesus offers “iconoclastic reversal sayings,” opening up new 
social and communal possibilities for women.53 Ruether employs other parts of the 
gospels to elevate Jesus as a cultural revolutionary when it comes to purity and 
impurity, as well. 54  
                                                        
52 Ibid., 16–17.  
 
53 Ibid., 19.  
 
54 Ibid., 18. “Such feasting together of the ‘unholy,’ together with a popular rabbi and his 
disciples, and an occasional Pharisee, observing no separation of clean and unclean persons, no 
careful distinction of holy and profane times was scandalous, a sure evidence for the ‘righteous’ that 
Jesus was himself an agent of Satan, give his power by Beelzebul (Mark 3:22; Matt. 12:24; Luke 
11:15).” Ruether offers a footnote regarding such a reading of ancient Jewish life, however, indicating 
that a feminist interpretation of first-century Judaism as oppressive and marginalizing, especially to 
women—with Jesus transcending the cultural mire—is potentially inaccurate. “Rabbinic sources on 
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Ruether maintains an egalitarian Jesus, placing the blame upon Paul for 
departing from this revolutionary message. For Ruether’s theology, it was Paul who 
deferred liberation to a future time (i.e., the “not yet” of his “already, but not yet”), 
unwittingly forsaking the radical message of equality embodied in the life of Jesus. 
“He [Paul] is saying that these changes will happen only in a still-future reign. They 
have not happened in baptism; the baptized are not authorized to begin such 
changes now.”55 For Ruether, this—Paul’s deferred realization of Jesus’ 
eschatological equality in the now—was the beginning of patriarchal compromise 
within early Christianity. For the feminist tradition, then, getting back to the root 
story of Jesus, to the pristine origins of Christianity, is where equality and inclusion 
may be found, as well as a new soteriological construction.56 
                                                                                                                                                                     
women focus on careful observance of taboos, such as those involving menstruation, but these 
patterns of separation are not mentioned in the wealth of inscriptional evidence of Jewish women in 
the first centuries C.E., this raises questions about how much the taboos were actually observed by 
ordinary Jews” in Ruether, Women and Redemption, 285 (footnote 9). And, indeed, much scholarship 
has been done to dismantle the Christian feminist dependence upon an anti-Jewish methodology in 
order to yield a radical Jesus. For example, see: Judith Plaskow, “Anti-Judaism in Christian Feminist 
Interpretation,” in Searching the Scriptures: A Feminist Introduction, ed. Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, 
(New York: Crossroad, 1993), 117–29. One implication of Ruether’s methodology is an anti-Jewish 
reading of Jesus. Judith Plaskow explains this risk: Christian feminists’ radical image of Jesus 
‘depends on an extremely negative depiction of the Jewish background, because the only way to 
depict him as a radical—that is as overthrowing tradition—is to depict the tradition as negatively as 
possible.  Because despite the evidence that he in no way reinforced patriarchy, there’s also no 
evidence that he did anything radical to overthrow it.  So the only way you can make that argument is 
by depicting Judaism negatively.’ See: “Blaming Jews for Inventing Patriarchy,” cited by Elisabeth 
Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of Christian Origins (New 
York: Crossroad Publishing Company, 1983), 106. Therefore, this reading of Jesus relies heavily upon 
setting him in the post-Temple context of the gospel writers, in the late first- to early second-century 
context, when there was heightened dispute between emergent Christianity and Pharisaic Judaism.  
 
55 Ruether, Women and Redemption, 36.  
 
56 A difficulty that Ruether never addresses, in laying blame on Paul, is the fact that women 
were included in the ministry of Paul. Just like other historical characters, especially those for whom 
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Ruether gives credit to feminist theologies in twentieth-century North 
America as an explosion of inspired development of the Jesus story—the very key to 
relevant soteriology. Ruether starts with Letty Russell, who turned theology upside 
down by “thinking from the other end,” or looking back upon history from the future 
moment of redemption. As a result of this methodology, Russell asserts that feminist 
theology is praxis from a “memory of the future” held in Jesus Christ (though she 
acquiesces that this future can be held in “other religious memories” as well).57 With 
Mary Daly, Ruether uncovers a feminist post-Christianity. For Daly, “it was not 
simply that the bible and Christianity had been deformed by patriarchy, but they 
simply were the theological ideology of patriarchal domination of women. In order 
to be liberated, women must reject Christianity, root and branch.”58 Ruether offers 
her own feminist contribution as a feminist Tillichian theology, whereby “an 
ontology of primal ‘origins’” refers to the “deep structures” of mutuality in which 
our being is grounded.59 It is this “biophilic mutuality” that might save us, should we 
“choose to learn new ways of relating.” Else, “it is not certain that God can rectify” 
                                                                                                                                                                     
we have limited information (such as Jesus), our understanding and depiction of them must include 
the complexity of their lives and recognize the narrowness of portrayals from the literature. Although 
Paul often falls short of realized eschatological equality, he also pushed back against the norms of his 
day by including women in his lists of notable names, and by supporting women in apostolic or 
leadership roles for his communities.  
 
57 Ruether, Women and Redemption, 212–14. See: Letty Russell, Human Liberation in a 
Feminist Perspective: A Theology (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1974). 
 
58 Ruether, Women and Redemption, 216.  
 
59 Ibid., 223.  
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the human condition.60 Therefore, for Ruether, salvation lies in the conscious 
decision to enact mutuality. Similar to Ruether’s own theology, she summarizes 
Carter Heyward’s feminist soteriological contribution as a theology of relation, 
where sin is “wrong relation” and salvation is “mutual relation,” with God as “the 
ground or matrix of mutual relation.”61 Ruether highlights Delores Williams, a 
womanist theologian, as a significant contributor to the twentieth century, as well. 
Williams uses black women’s experience as the gauge of authentic redemption and 
as such outlines a redemption not of suffering but of empowerment.62 “What is 
redeeming is not Jesus’ death, but Jesus’ life, his vision and ministry of justice and 
right relation restored in communities of life.”63 Finally, Ruether includes Ada María 
Isasi-Díaz as a noteworthy for her contribution of mujerista theology, a theology 
done in community by the people, based upon the belief that “theory and theology 
are not separate ‘second steps’ from lived liberative praxis.”64 For Isasi-Díaz, the 
“quest for well-being” by many Hispanic women, “in spite of all odds,” is their very 
salvation: an affirmation of self-worth rooted in faith.65 These contemporaries all 
demonstrate for Ruether that feminist theology of the twentieth century radically 
                                                        
60 Ibid., 224.  
 
61 Ibid., 225, 227.  
 
62 Ibid., 233.  
 
63 Ibid., 234.  
 
64 Ibid., 235, 237.  
 
65 Ibid., 238.  
 
37 
 
 
redefined salvation by returning to the root story of Jesus for inspired development 
of a relevant soteriology. Through this return to origins, feminist soteriology 
became less about dying on the cross and more about living in the world. It 
represents a further shift away from atonement in the death of Jesus to salvation 
based on the life of Jesus. And it represents participation in the tradition of 
contextualizing the root story of Jesus. 
As we have discussed, Ruether’s constructive approach continually returns to 
what she identifies as the tradition of inspired development of the Jesus story: a 
radical Jesus legitimates any efforts to transform Christianity, from the patristic era 
through contemporary theology’s feminist, womanist, mujerista, and other 
liberation perspectives. Recalling a previous quotation from Ruether, “The Jesus 
story continues to be paradigmatic for Christian feminists because it is understood 
as exemplifying the redemptive paradigm of feminist liberation.”66 By getting back 
to such “root stories” of Christianity, feminists can offer de/constructive 
soteriological work. By discerning layers of tradition and uncovering originally 
liberating narratives, feminists can propose a redemption that is not to be based 
upon suffering. For Ruether, this is the source of a continued relevant soteriology—
which feminists are offering.67  
                                                        
66 Ibid., 276–7.  
 
67 Ibid., 21: “Scholars suggest that Jesus’ teachings on breaking down social discrimination 
and anticipating status reversal in relation to the reign of God conveyed a liberating message to 
women, who were particularly affected by these forms of marginalization. . . . Many parables and 
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What we can gleam from Ruether’s work is that there is equality and 
inclusion demonstrated by the life and praxis of Jesus that can be identified as the 
root story. Continued inclusion and equality is in the inspired development of that 
root story, and can be seen in threads of feminist theological constructions 
throughout history. Ruether identifies her soteriology in this tradition, as an 
inspired development of the Jesus story—redemption by continuing the praxis of 
Jesus, making his life applicable for today through new symbols, saving one another 
in his name.    
 
Delores Williams 
 
Delores Williams is a womanist scholar who also emphasizes the life and 
ministry of Jesus to construct alternative understandings of redemption. Although 
much of soteriological construction centers around a future hope and anticipated 
redemption, Williams challenges this notion of salvation by instead focusing on 
what redemption in the present looks like, especially for African-American women. 
Although the African-American tradition roots redemption in the sacrifice of Jesus, 
giving meaning and hope to the experience of oppression, bondage, and suffering, 
for Williams it is the “ministerial vision” of Jesus that provides the basis for her 
womanist soteriological construction of redemption.68 Williams’ proposes that  
                                                                                                                                                                     
stories affirm poor and marginalized but believing women, over against various religious and social 
authorities.” 
 
68 Delores Williams, “Surrogacy and Redemption,” The Witness 78 (1995): 30. “It seems more 
intelligent and more scriptural to understand that redemption had to do with God, through Jesus, 
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redemption is enacted not through blood and suffering but through resistance and 
quality of life as demonstrated by Jesus.69  
The context for Williams’ work is womanist theology. This tradition employs 
both black liberation theology and feminist theology in order to deconstruct and 
challenge racism and sexism from the perspective of the African-American woman. 
It is through this critique of the church that womanist theology uncovers and names 
the ways in which black women have been oppressed on multiple fronts, by both 
their African-American brothers and by their feminist sisters, often leaving black 
women as the oppressed of the oppressed.70 Although African-American tradition 
has often identified with the people of Israel, in their wanderings and ultimate 
deliverance to the promise land, Williams asserts that such a narrative of privilege 
                                                                                                                                                                     
giving humankind new vision to see the resources for positive, abundant relational life. Redemption 
had to do with God, through the ministerial vision, giving humankind the ethical thought and practice 
upon which to build positive, productive quality of life. Hence, the kingdom of God theme in the 
ministerial vision of Jesus does not point to death; it is not something on has to die to reach. Rather, 
the kingdom of God is a metaphor of hope God gives those attempting to right the relations between 
self and self, between self and others, between self and God.” 
 
69 Delores Williams, “Straight Talk, Plain Talk: Womanist Words about Salvation in a Social 
Context,” in Embracing the Spirit: Womanist Perspectives on Hope, Salvation, and Transformation, ed. 
Emilie Townes (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1997), 97-121. “Womanists and Black male liberation 
theologians can . . . provide ideas about salvation in a social context for Black Christians who want to 
understand how Black people can be saved in the material world. Womanists and Black male 
liberation theologians can speak encouraging words about salvation to many young Black people 
who long ago gave up on the promise of heaven and a better ‘life’ after death. Instead, they struggle 
for survival, meaning and a supportive quality of life in this world” (98).  
 
70 Delores Williams, “Women's Oppression and Lifeline Politics in Black Women's Religious 
Narratives,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 1.2 (Fall 1985): 59-71. “This essay suggests that . . . 
black women's oppression is a multidimensional assault. There is the assault upon black women's 
reproductive and nurturing functions. Black women's self-esteem is undermined by the use of alien 
aesthetic criteria to assess black women's beauty and value. Finally, there is the assault upon black 
women's independent right to choose and maintain positive, fulfilling, and productive relationships” 
(60) 
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and redemption overlooks the ways in which Israel oppressed and conquered 
others, and more importantly misses the reality of black women’s lives—that they 
have not yet been redeemed, but in many ways are still waiting in the wilderness. As 
a womanist constructing soteriology for African-American women’s lives, Williams 
cultivates consciousness of black women’s extreme oppression by refusing to 
classify God or Israel as on the side of the oppressed.  Williams exposes the ways in 
which God and Israel are complicit with oppression in her text Sisters in the 
Wilderness: The Challenge of Womanist God-Talk. Instead of identifying with Israel in 
the narrative of redemption, Williams chooses Hagar, the single mother and slave of 
Israel who was forced into the wilderness with her child by those in power over 
her.71 For Williams, it is Hagar’s story that highlights the experience of black women, 
and gives hope to the wilderness experience that continues today. 
No less among Williams’ soteriological critiques is the cross as the centre of 
salvation, as she condemns the notion that there is redemption in suffering. Though 
the blood and suffering of Jesus represent a deeply meaningful redemption 
narrative in the African-American tradition, Williams refuses to overlook the 
damaging affirmation of surrogacy, bleeding, and suffering that proceeds from such 
                                                        
71 Dianne M. Stewart, “Womanist God-Talk on the Cutting Edge of Theology and Black 
Religious Studies: Assessing the Contribution of Delores Williams,” Union Seminary Quarterly Review 
58.3-4 (2004): 65-83. “I would argue that Williams' statement on the role of experience in her 
theology evinces a sophisticated awareness of the limitations of appeals to the experience of any 
group as a location of truth in terms of divine revelation as well as unambiguous evidentiary data” 
(67).   
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a soteriology.72 Instead, Williams recognizes an egalitarian reading of the life of 
Jesus along with the experiences of African-American women as speaking something 
about what it means to not only survive but live well with the self and with others. 
Williams values and incorporates the lived experiences and traditions of African-
American women, labeling their actions and efforts as redemptive, not by 
resemblance to the suffering of Jesus but by congruence with what she sees as Jesus’ 
life of resistance and his ministry of inclusion.73 In her shift to the life of Jesus, 
                                                        
72 Delores Williams, “Black Women’s Surrogacy Experience and the Christian Notion of 
Redemption,” in Cross Examinations: Readings on the Meaning of the Cross Today, ed. Marit Trelstad 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2006), 19-32. “One of the results of focusing upon African-
American women’s historic experience with surrogacy is that it raises significant questions about the 
way many Christians, including black women, have been taught to image redemption. More often 
than not the theology in mainline Christian churches, including black ones, teaches believers that 
sinful humankind has been redeemed because Jesus dies on the cross in the place of humans, thereby 
taking human sin upon himself. In this sense Jesus represents the ultimate surrogate figure standing 
in the place of someone else: sinful humankind. Surrogacy, attaches to this divine personage, thus 
takes on an aura of the sacred. It is therefore altogether fitting and proper for black women to ask 
whether the image of a surrogate God has salvific power for black women, or whether this image of 
redemption supports and reinforces the exploitation that has accompanied their experience with 
surrogacy.”  
 
73 But not only women’s experience of patriarchal oppression should be included in the 
analysis of women’s experience. See: Williams, “Women's Oppression and Lifeline Politics,” 70: 
“‘Women's relational experience with women’ [included as a third pole in the analysis of women’s 
experience] would  allow the recognition of women's oppression of women, of women exchanging 
and merging cultural patterns so that new redemptive possibilities emerge for all women.  In light of 
this third pole, the redemptive character of the relationship between Celie and Shug (The Color 
Purple) can be clearly seen and appreciated.” Despite attacks for her efforts to re-imagine salvation, 
Williams stands firm that redemption has always been re-imagined, and the cross re-appropriated, 
throughout Christian history, even recent history. In an article of response to critiques of her work 
and others’ at the conference “Reimagining 1993,” Williams writes, “Where were they when the cross 
was being re-imaged, not to symbolize redemption or salvation, but to signal hate, death and 
destruction of Black people? Where were the conservative, White Christian voices when Hitler 
resurrected the bent cross, the swastika, and re-imaged it to signal the death of Jews? Where was this 
conservative voice when the United States turned back that shipload of Jews fleeing Hitler and the 
concentration camps in Nazi Germany where millions of Jews died?” Delores Williams, “ReImagining 
Truth: Traversing the feminist Christian backlash,” The Other Side 30.3 (1994): 53. 
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Williams, as other feminist theologians, relies upon an egalitarian Jesus, and pristine 
Christian origins, to substantiate her womanist soteriology. 
 Because the life of Hagar—an oppressed yet resilient woman—is so central 
to Williams’ soteriological construction, let us take a closer look at how Williams 
works with this story. Williams challenges the dismissal of slave woman Hagar by 
the African-American community in their preference of identifying with the Hebrew 
people, who make their way out of exile and into God’s favor. Williams asserts it is 
the story of Hagar, the slave woman banished to the wilderness by the very people 
who forced her into a surrogate pregnancy—not the story of Israel—that is the true 
story of African-Americans. Williams lifts up survival and surrogacy in Hagar’s 
wilderness story as themes which have gone unattended in the shadow of the 
dominant attention paid to the story of Sarai and Abram, their chosen status, their 
vast descendants, their exile and favored return.  Williams challenges that when 
attention is given to the slave woman in this narrative, the story of Sarai and Abram 
becomes complicated—which is Williams’ intention, for black women’s story is 
complicated, as well, and often not paid attention.  Although God intervenes in 
Hagar’s story, God does not provide liberation from her oppressors.  Although God 
spares her child Ishmael, God does not grant him favor.  Thus, Hagar’s story 
becomes one of survival amidst economic poverty and oppression, and therefore 
reflects the reality of suffering that has been forced upon African-American people, 
especially the women, just as Hagar’s suffering was forced upon her. 
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 Williams addresses the strength and resilience of mothers in the survival of 
the African-American community, particularly during the slavocracy, by reminding 
her readers of all the ways in which black women were forced to fulfill both male 
and female roles during this historical period, as both the nurturer and the protector 
of the children, as well as an enduring sufferer in the fields alongside the men.  Yet, 
after the abolition of slavery, the significant role of the black woman as mother and 
survivor came into tension with the development of African-American “manhood.”  
This esteemed role of black mother was challenged and lost, as African-American 
men struggled to claim voice and agency in a white patriarchal society.  Male 
dominance ensued.  Yet, if the notion of motherhood as threatening to African-
American manhood has persisted, so has the concept of African-American 
motherhood as the embodiment of survival through spiritual values.  Williams 
writes that “through black mothering and nurturing depicted in the deposits of 
African-American culture we see social process in the black community (in both the 
antebellum and postbellum periods) affected by the God-consciousness and God-
dependence of African-American women.”74 In the midst of white oppression, black 
mothers have personified resistance and survival through their faith. They have 
modeled what Williams’ calls the life of Jesus—a life of resistance to oppression. 
 However, negative conceptions of black women from antebellum times 
continue to damage them today despite their agency on behalf of the family and 
                                                        
74 Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness, 56-57.  
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their wisdom in the faith.  Such harmful conceptions are 1) the mammy tradition, 
which has cast the black mother as “religious, fat, a-sexual, loving children better 
than themselves, self-sacrificing, giving up self-concern for group advancement,” 2) 
the masculinization of black women through slave labor, which depicts them as 
unfeminine because of their greater physical strength and greater endurance of pain 
over white women, and 3) the tradition of white men taking sexual liberties with 
black women, which has led to the conception of “black women as loose, over-sexed, 
erotic, readily responsive to the sexual advances of men.”75 These antebellum forms 
of forced surrogacy have led to a complicated and oppressive social structure that 
still perpetuates coerced surrogacy upon black women today.76 
 For Williams, this bleak picture of continued suffering and oppression can be 
translated into empowerment by turning to the spiritual wilderness experience. For 
slaves in the antebellum period, the wilderness was a place of solitude and 
protection, where one could find and meet Jesus.  For postbellum and contemporary 
times, the wilderness experience symbolizes the reality of having to pioneer a 
“world hostile to African-American social and economic advancement.”77 Therefore, 
the Hagar-in-the-wilderness figure has come to represent the dichotomy of the 
                                                        
75 Ibid., 70.  
 
76 For further discussion of black women’s continued surrogacy in contemporary culture, 
see: Emilie Townes, Womanist Ethics and the Cultural Production of Evil (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2006). 
 
77 Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness, 117.  
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wilderness for the African-American community, as a place of both hope and fear.  
For black women particularly, Hagar represents the woman who does not conform 
to dominant (i.e., white) expectations, but rather embodies the reality of a poor 
woman struggling against economic severity.  Therefore, “Hagar in the wilderness as 
an image of womanhood—poor, hardworking, strong, self-reliant, autonomous, 
committed to her family, communicating with God—continues to live and thrive in 
the African-American world.”78 
 If the wilderness experience and the life of Hagar point to a new 
soteriological narrative for African-Americans, particularly black women, then it is 
quality of life and resistance to domination that ground such redemption for 
Williams. Williams challenges the methodology of black liberation theology with 
regard to its use of the Bible, experience, and its conception of the theological task.  
Williams espouses that experience itself should influence one’s reading of the 
Biblical text and the characters with which one identifies.  She challenges that black 
liberation theology has identified with the Hebrew people, via the Exodus story as a 
parallel for African-American history, when it should have been identifying itself 
with the “non-Hebrews who are female and male slaves (‘the oppressed of the 
oppressed’).”79 For Williams, it does matter which characters in the story are 
oppressed and which are doing the oppressing.  It does matter that God only 
                                                        
78 Ibid., 129.  
 
79 Ibid., 144.  
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liberates some people some of the time.  To overlook such textual complications in 
order to identify God with liberation is to overlook the black woman’s continued 
experience as the oppressed of the oppressed also.80 “Therefore, in the use of 
scripture theologians should initially engage a womanist hermeneutic of 
identification-ascertainment.”81 This means engaging one’s reality before engaging 
the text, and letting one’s eyes see the truth of the text.  Part of being honest about 
experience then and including it in the soteriological narrative, for black liberation 
theology, must be recognizing “women’s re/productive history”—the agency and 
commitment of women to their own and the family’s survival and welfare despite 
overwhelming oppression, obstacles, and suffering.82 “Through the lens of black 
women’s re/productive history we can see the entire saga of the race.”83 Black 
women have been oppressed by every race, class, and gender—including their own.  
Thus, to use their experience as the lens through which scripture is read and 
redemption is constructed means that the wilderness experience of the African-
                                                        
80 Stewart, “Womanist God-Talk,” 69: “Williams, in particular, is able to broaden the 
conceptual articulation of ‘Black experience’ in liberation theological discourse beyond the insights of 
others. She considers how surrogacy and the tensions characterizing the impulse to survive and the 
desire for a quality existence shape Black women's lives and their religiosity in America.”  
 
81 Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness, 149.  
 
82 Ibid., 158.   
 
83 Ibid.  
 
47 
 
 
American community will be seen in all its fullness and complexity, and even 
violence.84 
 What Williams’ work challenges, then, is the locus of salvation on the cross. 
Despite the meaning given to suffering and bleeding through sacrificial atonement 
theology, to locate salvation in the cross re-inscribes surrogate suffering as divinely 
ordained.85 For black women to achieve the two aims of Williams’ soteriology 
(quality of life and resistance to domination), such suffering must never be 
redemptive but always seen as evil.86  Thus, Williams makes her proclamation, 
divergent from the atonement theology so deeply embedded in African-American 
tradition: “The womanist theologian must show that redemption of humans can 
have nothing to do with any kind of surrogate or substitute role Jesus was reputed 
to have played in a bloody act that supposedly gained victory over sin and/or evil.”87 
                                                        
84 Meghan T. Sweeney, “Williams' Theological Anthropology: The Divine Core,” Union 
Seminary Quarterly Review 58. 3-4 (2004): 56-64. “In asserting incarnation through oppressed black 
motherhood, Williams is not simply making an epistemological claim about black women's knowing 
of and relationship with God. Rather, Williams is asserting a theological point about the intimate, 
coextensive relationship between black women and God” (60).  
 
85 Stewart, “Womanist God-Talk on the Cutting Edge,” 75: “Williams, more than others doing 
Black liberation theology, makes a compelling case for abandoning the cross of redemption. This is 
because, as she identifies modifications in Western theories of atonement that emerged over the 
centuries, she elucidates the correspondence between theology and culture.”  
 
86 Williams, “Straight Talk,” 99: “The reader may assume that I intend to discourage the 
connection between ideas about salvation and Christian ideas about God Such is not the case. My 
intention is to support faith, not destroy it, as I focus upon the atrocities challenging Black Christian 
people to rethink and reformulate their notions of what it takes to be saved in the material world. 
However, I cannot deny that I am urging Black Christians to use the Black common sense they have 
gained in relation to White racist people and structures to re-view (i.e., re-see and re-examine) what 
they have been taught to believe about salvation in a religious context. . . . Unexamined faith leads a 
people to be unconscious instruments of their own oppression and the oppression of others.”  
 
87 Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness, 165. 
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Instead, Williams’ demand is to find redemption in the ministerial vision of Jesus, 
“giving humankind the ethical thought and practice upon which to build positive, 
productive quality of life.”88 Williams’ work demonstrates that, for black women, 
there can be no conquering of sin by Jesus in a mystical, magical moment on the 
cross, but rather sin was conquered in his lived reality of engaging and righting 
relationships—and this same life of resistance that Williams interprets Jesus to have 
modeled is what redeems black women still today. The cross indeed happened, but 
for Williams redemption came long before that place of suffering.89  Redemption 
comes through the life of Christ. “As Christians, black women cannot forget the 
cross, but neither can they glorify it.  To do so is to glorify suffering and to render 
their exploitation sacred.”90 The womanist challenge to black liberation theology, 
then, is to abide with Jesus as oppressed and as concerned for the oppressed.  
 Williams also presents a challenge to feminist theologies, however, and an 
appropriate response to the work of Ruether.  Primarily, she warns against 
feminists reinterpreting tradition in ways that unknowingly cooperate with male 
dominance, as well as warns against women co-opting patriarchy in such a way that 
                                                        
88 Ibid., 165.  
 
89 Williams, “Surrogacy and Redemption,” 30: “The image of Jesus on the cross is the image of 
human sin in its most desecrated form. . . . Jesus, then, does not conquer sin through death on the 
cross. Rather, Jesus conquers the sin of temptation in the wilderness (Matthew 4:1-11) by 
resistance—by resisting the temptation to value the material over the spiritual . . . ; by resisting death 
. . . ; by resisting the greedy urge of monopolistic ownership. . . . Jesus therefore conquered sin in life, 
not in death. . . . What this allows the womanist theologian to show black women is that God did not 
intend the surrogacy roles they have been forced to perform” (italics mine).  
 
90 Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness, 167.  
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they themselves perpetuate it against each other.  “Women must learn to help each 
other see when and how they are instruments of their own and other people’s 
oppression.”91 This challenge affirms Williams’ constructive womanist soteriology: 
seeking quality of life and resisting domination.92 Williams’ warning also 
inadvertently responds to Ruether’s soteriological narrative, which sets Judaism as 
the oppressor in order to elevate Jesus to the place of liberator, as Jesus the radical 
liberates Jewish women from the impossible purity laws. Williams objects to this 
type of power move—casting off the negative labels that women have borne for so 
long, only to place them onto other groups or persons in order to substantiate a 
liberation narrative. As we will explore again, the search for an egalitarian Jesus or 
feminist foundation in Christian origins can result in the need for a new Other, that 
is not women. This is the power play that Williams warns against.  
However, Williams’ soteriology, like Ruether’s, remains rooted in the life and 
ministry of Jesus. Throughout Williams’ writings, she returns to the egalitarian life 
of Jesus to substantiate the essence and revelation of redemption as quality of life, 
by proposing that the life of Jesus was focused on egalitarian relationship. She 
reinterprets Jesus’ healing stories as his presentation of salvation in terms of 
                                                        
91 Ibid., 186.  
 
92 Williams, “Black Women’s Surrogacy Experience,” 30: “The spirit of God in Jesus came to 
show humans life—to show redemption through a perfect ministerial vision of righting relationships. 
A female-male inclusive vision, Jesus’ ministry of righting relationships involved raising the dead (for 
example, those appearing to be lost from life), casting out demons (for example, ridding the mind of 
destructive forces prohibiting the flourishing of positive, peaceful life), and proclaiming the word of 
life that demanded the transformation of tradition so that life could be lived more abundantly.” 
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egalitarian human relationship and his temptation in the desert as his revelation of 
sin as any threat to relationship by material goods.93 In opposition to the cross as 
redemptive, Williams advocates that Jesus’ death was the result of “the evil of 
humankind trying to kill the ministerial vision of life in relation that Jesus brought to 
humanity.”94 Williams’ work is constructive on behalf of African-American women’s 
lives, and brings their experiences to bear upon the narrative, by locating 
redemption in the egalitarian life of Jesus.  
 
Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza 
 
The corpus of Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza represents feminist theological 
work at the intersection of historical scholarship and liberation theology.95 Because 
her writings are so prolific, I will engage Schüssler Fiorenza’s feminist theological 
vision, rather than each of her texts.96 Maintaining dialogue with scripture and 
tradition through a hermeneutic of suspicion, Schüssler Fiorenza has not only 
questioned early Christianity’s patriarchal context and how wo/men are 
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 Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness, 166-7. 
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95 Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, 29. 
 
96 Elizabeth Castelli, “The Ekklesia of Women and/as Utopian Space: Locating the Work of 
Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza in Feminist Utopian Thought,” in On the Cutting Edge: The Study of 
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Bach, Esther Fuchs (New York: Continuum, 2004), 36-52. “In the twentieth century, biblical scholar 
Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza produced a feminist theoretical vision that would become a classic 
within Christian feminist theological writing and in which ‘the ekklesia of women’ occupies a central 
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represented in scripture, but has also questioned the absence of wo/men, as well as 
their voices, in scripture.97 The latter work has highlighted a significant 
methodological contribution of Schüssler Fiorenza to feminist scholarship: a 
hermeneutic of creative imagination. Through this technique, Schüssler Fiorenza re-
places wo/men, where they have been overlooked by patriarchal dominance, in the 
telling of Christian history and tradition, offering a feminist historical 
reconstruction. Even though wo/men are silent or absent in the texts, they were 
neither silent nor absent in reality. As Schüssler Fiorenza writes, “androcentric texts 
and linguistic reality constructions must not be mistaken as trustworthy evidence of 
human history, culture, and religion. The text may be the message, but the message 
is not coterminal with human reality and history.”98 For Schüssler Fiorenza, 
therefore, there is liberation for women in the bible. Not on the texts’ own basis, but 
through feminist creative interpretation, women can reclaim the texts as sacred.99 In 
her work, it is wo/men’s suffering in their struggle against kyriarchy that is part of 
the redemption narrative then, even more than the suffering of Jesus. The act of 
reimagining and retelling is therefore also redemptive. Although there have been 
many criticisms of this methodology as feminist utopianism, that same labeling of 
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Schüssler Fiorenza’s method should also indicate that her work is “a politically 
generative and productive refusal of the reductions and determinisms of the status 
quo.”100 
 In one of her earliest texts, In Memory of Her, Schüssler Fiorenza challenges 
women to employ the socio-historical context of the bible in order to do feminist 
theology.101  Employing the historical critical method in collaboration with feminist 
concerns helps to prevent two feminist fallacies: dismissing the bible altogether as 
unsalvageable from patriarchy or removing revelatory status from the sections of 
the bible which marginalize or oppress women. Instead, Schüssler Fiorenza wants 
feminist scholarship to dig deeper than merely engaging what is provided by the 
text. Schüssler Fiorenza challenges scholarship to see the discrepancies in the 
texts—to see the agency of women as well as the gaps in the text where they are not 
mentioned.  Schüssler Fiorenza demonstrates that scholars must place women back 
into the text, in ways that are historically responsible. “Such a hermeneutics must 
search for theoretical models of historical reconstruction that place women not just 
on the periphery but in the center of Christian life and theology.” When such a 
methodological approach is taken, the involvement and leadership of women are 
seen, even if only in glimpses, among the contextual prohibitions and patriarchal 
                                                        
100 Castelli, “The Ekklesia of Women,” 38. “Common usage often emphasizes the inherent 
impossibilities and idealisms of the notion of utopia—so that a feminist critic like Sally Kitch can, for 
example, pejoratively situation ‘utopia’ in binary opposition to a more positively charged ‘realism’” 
(38).  
 
101 Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, 35.  
53 
 
 
exclusions. Such a methodological strategy is not a simple practice of adding women 
back into the patriarchal texts, but instead demands “a critical practice of creatively 
imagining the world otherwise.”102 Schüssler Fiorenza’s hermeneutic of creative 
imagination meets just such a feminist theoretical demand, and produces not only 
new narratives within the text, but creates further questions and demands of 
interpretation and practice. An entirely new world that must be recognized is 
opened up by such a methodological “utopian” practice. And yet, her practice does 
not only reflect an eschatological utopia. Schüssler Fiorenza also relies upon the 
search for an egalitarian Jesus. In her text In Memory of Her, Schüssler Fiorenza 
outlines the followers of Jesus as a “discipleship of equals.”103 Her contemporary 
conclusions are then based upon this interpretation of Christianity at its origins. 
“The woman-identified man, Jesus, called forth a discipleship of equals that still 
needs to be discovered and realized by women and men today.” 
While the result of this hermeneutic is a religious movement that is unsettled 
in its context, struggling with social norms, Schüssler Fiorenza asserts that this 
“discipleship of equals” is the legacy of early Christianity. Although the bible, other 
sacred texts, and traditions tell of women’s exclusion and oppression, Schüssler 
Fiorenza contends that there is a coterminous history of women’s action and 
leadership. 
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A feminist Christian theology, in my opinion, has as primary task keeping 
alive “the memoria passionis” of Christian women as well as reclaiming 
women’s religious-theological heritage. However, this theological heritage is 
misrepresented when it is understood solely as the history of oppression. It 
also must be reconstituted as a history of liberation and of religious 
agency.104 
 
Although Schüssler Fiorenza concedes that imagining and reimagining early 
Christian history is a complex task, the issue of re-placing women into early 
Christian history remains a crucial one for feminists.105 Schüssler Fiorenza engages 
a search for pristine Christian origins by pointing to an egalitarian Jesus, or more 
specifically the “basileia vision of Jesus as the praxis of inclusive wholeness.”106 This 
inclusive Jesus was often in opposition to the dominant patriarchal milieu of the first 
century, and this inclusive Jesus remains in tension with much of the scripture 
writing and redaction which formed the telling of his story. 107 Therefore, it is this 
inclusive Jesus who marks the standard for re-placing women in early Christianity 
through Schüssler Fiorenza’s hermeneutic of creative imagination and who signifies 
a redemption of inclusion. 
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In her most recent work, The Power of the Word, published nearly a quarter 
of a century after In Memory of Her, Schüssler Fiorenza continues her early 
established methodology of re-placing women back into the sacred text. 108 This 
work includes many of the key interpretive strategies from her previous works: 
linguistic modifications (wo/men, kyriarchy, G*d, the*logy, etc), a democratic ethos 
for reading and living out scripture, advocating that the ekklesia of women should be 
very different from the church, identifying postcolonialism both in the text and in 
contemporary life, and consciously grappling with the kyriarchy of sacred texts—all 
through the lens of a “critical feminist hermeneutics of liberation.”109 However, the 
interpretive strategy that is not only key to her work but also to understanding the 
resulting soteriology is a “critical political feminist hermeneutics” that is founded 
upon efforts to reconstruct “wo/men’s presence, agency, and power within 
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kyriarchal language systems.”110 Although Schüssler Fiorenza does not contend that 
a static rereading of the past can be done, her reconstruction of women in sacred 
text results in a narrative of pristine origins that takes the form of a dialectic 
between past, present, and future.111 Indeed, the eschatological orientation of her 
work is a greater focus than her reconstructive efforts, although the egalitarian 
Jesus is deeply imbedded throughout her corpus. Ultimately, however, putting forth 
a utopian or eschatological kindom of God is her greater aim. 
 With a keen recognition of the domination, or kyriarchy, that is given life and 
apparent authority throughout scripture, Schüssler Fiorenza “search[es] for traces 
of thorough-going egalitarian spiritual visions” upon which her feminist 
hermeneutics might be advanced.112 She is careful to expand feminist concerns 
beyond those that directly affect only women, and instead asserts that feminism is 
also obligated to address “other forms of domination, such as racism, poverty, 
religious exclusion, heterosexism, and colonialism, all of which are inflected by 
gender and themselves inflect gender.”113 Using her innovative methodology, a 
hermeneutics of creative imagination, Schüssler Fiorenza places value upon the 
scholar’s efforts to tell the rest of the story of the limited kyriarchal texts, by asking 
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questions about women’s lives within the political and cultural setting of those 
texts.114 For Schüssler Fiorenza, to limit the texts to the text itself is to deny both the 
fullness of the texts and the broader social reality that spawned the texts. Here we 
see, a similarity to Ruether’s notion of inspired development of the root story of 
Jesus. Just as persons in other times and places have continued this development, so 
did the earliest followers develop the root story for their context and understanding. 
Schüssler Fiorenza’s work, then, is to distinguish which voices told which story. For 
her, the dominant male-normative voices told the stories we have in scripture. Her 
task, then, is to tell the inclusive story that was part of reality, based upon what we 
know of the root story itself. The political reality of a historical time period is one of 
those essential elements of a broader social context—both for sacred texts and for 
her contemporary readers. Schüssler Fiorenza aspires that feminist interpretive 
readings should offer three things: “historical redistribution, ideological 
deconstruction and ethical—political as well as religious—the*logical constructive 
representation.”115 Essentially, Schüssler Fiorenza works to reinsert women’s voices 
where they have been disregarded, left out, or silenced. But, in addition to this, she 
also exposes the ideologies behind the texts. In this manner, she is integrating the 
two methods, a “third feminist mode of reframing representation,” to effect change 
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for contemporary women.116 Again, here we see her greater eschatological aim 
toward the utopian kindom of God. 
 Schüssler Fiorenza calls for the cooperation of multiple approaches (such as 
postcolonialism and feminism) and for greater analysis of and engagement with 
imperial context (both in the texts and now) through a decolonizing mode.117 She 
maintains not only feminist interests but also the interests of the greater margins in 
her demonstrations of how reading for imperial rhetoric is an effective methodology 
for grappling toward responsible contemporary interpretations of ancient texts. As 
other feminist authors have also done, Schüssler Fiorenza relies upon a key 
methodological presumption: that there was some form of egalitarian Christianity at 
the origins of the movement. Although this utopian tendency is primarily 
methodological, and not always historical, Schüssler Fiorenza reveals the feminist 
reliance upon pristine origins by naming her own work as a search for “traces of 
thorough-going egalitarian spiritual visions.”118 This is emphasized by multiple 
dominant threads throughout her scholarly thought, such as her confident use of 
“ekklesia” as a term that offers something significantly different from “church.” 
Schüssler Fiorenza asserts that the use of ekklesia by the early Jesus movement to 
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name itself reveals its radically democratic (feminist?) nature, in turn substantiating 
the radically democratic (feminist) work of the present.119 An inclusive Jesus, a 
discipleship of equals, redemption through Sophia-Jesus, and the ekklesia of 
wo/men; all of these forge a reframing representation of what is redemptive about 
the Christian message.  
 
Rita Nakashima Brock and Rebecca Ann Parker 
 
As we have seen from all three authors examined so far, the root story of 
Jesus is not only foundational for egalitarian Christian origins but is foundational 
feminist soteriological constructions. Feminist theologians have done significant 
work to develop a soteriology away from the cross through historical reflection 
upon the life of Jesus. Despite these efforts, women in the church have continued to 
bear the ill effects of a crucified savior: silent suffering, sacrificial surrogacy, 
condoned abuse. Rita Nakashima Brock, as a minister, and Rebecca Ann Parker, as a 
seminary president, (and both as ordained theologians) set out to write the story of 
what happens to women under the rhetoric of the cross, and to call consciousness to 
the gap between feminist constructions of new soteriological hopes and pervasive 
sacrificial atonement theology. By writing of real suffering that occurs despite 
serious theological commitments, and by speaking of something other than death, 
suffering, and blood as salvific, Brock and Parker forge an ongoing and accessible 
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discussion for women about what saves us. And it is not the dying, but the living that 
is their root story. 
In their book Proverbs of Ashes, Brock and Parker use their experiences with 
abuse, suffering, and violence, both personally and pastorally, to examine the 
theology of a sacrificial savior.120 Through the course of reflection and scriptural 
engagement, the authors arrive at what they believe to be a moral dilemma. 
“Conventional doctrines say Jesus saved the world by dying. But the people who 
killed Jesus hated him. It’s wrong to confuse hate with love.”121  From this 
clarification, Brock and Parker delve into the difficulties of a crucified Christ coupled 
with a message of redemption.122 They push back against standard theological fare 
with poignant personal tales, moving stories, and theological engagement. In both 
their personal testimonies and their pastoral work, Brock and Parker strive to find 
what really saves people. They conclude that it is neither death nor suffering, even 
the death and suffering of Christ. “His suffering was not unique. Is there any sorrow 
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like his sorrow? Yes. Everywhere. Too often.”123 Instead of perpetuating salvation 
through suffering, they arrive at a narrative of redemption through love.  
 By illustrating the ways in which redemptive suffering and violence have 
failed both the church and Christians, through stories of devastating difficulty, Brock 
and Parker arrive at dissent with orthodox doctrine.  
Jesus is presented as the obedient son, accepting violence because his father 
wills it. The salvation offered by Jesus is gained by his sacrifice of himself to 
abuse. In other words, he accepts violence for the sake of his love for 
perpetrators of violence, whether it is God or sinful humanity. Defining love 
and relationship as obedience and sacrifice structures them in the terms of 
power and abuse.124 
 
Together, Brock and Parker name such obedient suffering, such silent acquiescence, 
as sin and not salvation.125 Together, they name salvation through the cross as 
trauma. What is salvation, then? What is it that saves us? For Brock and Parker, 
salvation is bearing witness, even when that witness is difficult.126 Salvation is 
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seeing and speaking, even when blindness and silence are easier. Salvation is 
exposing violence, not just consoling the victim.127  
In their latest work Saving Paradise, Brock and Parker press their search for 
soteriology further. As they seek to answer their original question, what is it that 
saves us, they admit that such a quest often resorts to a narrative of pristine origins 
or an egalitarian Jesus in order to substantiate a soteriological response.128 As the 
writers explain, “We have sought to avoid falling into what we know in our very 
bones is a self-defeating Protestant habit. That habit searches history to retrieve a 
pristine, pure origin and separates this precious kernel of truth from all the 
subsequent chaff that hides it.”129 By casting their pursuit differently—through the 
question of art history in the church—Brock and Parker’s text moves forward 
without addressing this feminist or Protestant tendency again. They question the 
absence of the crucified body in the artwork, representations, architecture, and 
iconography of the church until the tenth century.130 How and why did this image 
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become the centerpiece of Christianity, when it was absent for so long?131 Although 
their quest is centered around an art-history question, Brock and Parker arrive at a 
pristine-origins answer.132 Their four-hundred-twenty-page examination concludes 
that Christianity’s original and earliest message did not center upon the cross or a 
crucified Jesus, but focuses, rather, upon the vision of paradise.  
 What is this vision of paradise that grounds soteriological construction for 
Brock and Parker? As they review the concept throughout history, they highlight 
that two threads remain constant amidst the great variety: paradise is located on 
earth and paradise holds ethical implications for life on earth. They follow the 
progression of the Sumerian paradise through its developments in Persian rule and 
Zoroastrianism, to Jewish literature, and even in Christianity. Throughout all the 
two threads remain true. Turning to the gospel of Luke, Brock and Parker use Jesus’ 
proclamation from the book of Isaiah to contrast his message of paradise with the 
Roman Empire. 
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Jesus shows ethical grace in action: love and generosity in community, care 
for all who have need, healing of the sick, appreciation for life, confrontation 
with powers of injustice and exploitation, and advocacy for freedom of the 
imprisoned. The New Testament presents him as the model or forerunner of 
a restored human community that saw its mission as sustaining ethical 
grace.133 
 
For Brock and Parker, it is later tradition—the development of Christianity—that 
distorted this liberating message of Jesus. Their work asserts that the original 
message of Jesus was an ethical life on earth—the actualization of paradise. His own 
person embodied this focus upon paradise; as the bread of heaven he tied together 
physical and spiritual needs, affirming the inseparability of an earthly existence with 
paradise.  
Through their research into the early emphasis upon paradise, Brock and 
Parker uncover a golden era of Christianity where an egalitarian and environmental 
paradise was the primary message.134 The cross, then, represents a significant break 
in Jesus’ trajectory toward paradise on earth. In order to understand the emergence 
of the cross and the crucified Jesus amidst the message of paradise, Brock and 
Parker turn to the work of Rene Girard.135 Girard proposed that mimetic desire, the 
desire for the other’s possession, originally drove humanity to violence in the act of 
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killing. In order to stop the untamed cycle of mimetic violence, religious ritual was 
instituted to appease the desire for blame and violence and to reset communal living 
through a common scapegoat. Girard premised, however, that the death of Jesus—a 
would-be sacrificial scapegoat—revealed this repeating system for what it is: 
mimetic rivalry, violence, and scapegoating are empty appeasements for true human 
longing. Girard’s work has been adopted by many theologians to provide a counter 
salvation narrative while including the cross.136  
Brock and Parker offer such a Girardian reading of the cross and its delayed 
entry into Christian theology, explaining the crucifixion of Jesus as a commentary on 
the powers that be, instead of an atoning sacrifice. Instead of a scared or silenced 
victim, Jesus asserted his dignity, reciting a Psalm in lament and placing himself in 
the long line of those who died speaking for justice.137 For Brock and Parker, it is the 
generous love of God, demonstrated through Jesus in his life and even in his death, 
that confronts the injustice and violence of the world, especially the world of ancient 
Rome that Jesus challenged. For Brock and Parker’s work, paradise remains an 
essential key to understanding and embracing salvation because of the resurrection 
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of Jesus.138 The resurrected Jesus who lives on, beyond the violence and injustice of 
the cross, invites those who remain on earth to join him, now, in the present 
paradise that refuses participation in the cycle of destruction. It is the living, in the 
now, that can be full of grace and salvation.139  
Brock and Parker diverge from Girard, and other Girardian soteriologies, on 
the point of what salvific love looks like, what salvific love does in the world.140 
Many theologians who take the Girardian perspective locate redemption in the 
selfless, giving love of Christ, by which the mimetic cycle of scapegoating was 
broken, and by which violence can continue to be broken. Imagine the non-violence 
of Ghandi or Martin Luther King, Jr. as contemporary manifestations of this powerful 
love of enemy. Brock and Parker, however, cannot find any redemption in torturous 
death or selfless giving, because of where they stand—with victims of abuse. 
Instead, Brock and Parker find power in truthtelling—not in acquiescence—and 
salvation in action—not in deference. “In other words, salvation happens when 
humans respond to the demonic use of force with a fullness of the self, not with the 
self’s negation.”141 This clarification of their use of Girard is significant, as it not only 
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140 Anthony Bartlett, Cross Purposes: The Violent Grammar of Christian Atonement 
(Harrisburg: Penn.: Trinity Press, 2001).  
 
141  Gregory Anderson Love, “In Search of a Non-Violent Atonement Theory: Are Abelard and 
Girard a Help, or a Problem?” in Theology as Conversation: The Significance of Dialogue in Historical 
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offers a soteriology for living and surviving, but also breaks from the typical use of 
Girard. Although Girardian thought challenges theologians to see the cross as 
resistance to violence instead of seeing violence as part of God’s plan for 
redemption, the Girardian paradigm also leaves Jesus as the silent victim of 
suffering, sadism, and sorrow, whose hope for affecting change is through others’ 
ability to recognize and be moved by his sacrifice.142 For victims of social 
marginalization and crimes of dominance, silent suffering is the key to their 
submission.143 Therefore, silence cannot also be the answer to their liberation and 
redemption. Such a model of salvation for these only does harm. “Instead of locating 
saving power in a moment of torturous death, Brock and Parker locate it in 
experiences of new energies for living. A victim’s suffering and fathomless yielding 
do not save.”144 
                                                                                                                                                                     
and Contemporary Theology:  A Festschrift for Daniel L. Migliore, eds. Bruce L. McCormack and Kimlyn 
J. Bender (Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdman, 2009), 207. 
 
142 Ibid., 206-7: “Despite their attempt to gain a nonviolent atonement theory, the Christ who 
is embraced by Abelard, Girard, and Bartlett is still the holy victim of human sin. . . . When salvation is 
located in moments of suffering and violation, an atonement theory which abets human violence is 
inevitable.” 
 
143 Ibid., 206: “Victims are discouraged from rising up in non-violent but determined 
resistance to their own violation. Instead, they are encouraged to acquiesce to violence in passive, 
forgiving love because such suffering love is virtuous (like Christ’s), and has power to change and 
redeem the hearts of their torturers.” 
 
144  Ibid., 207. 
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For Brock and Parker, Jesus demonstrates this energy for living, this 
truthtelling and action, throughout his ministry.145 Indeed, everywhere but the 
cross, which is conquered by the resurrection.  Brock and Parker do not question 
whether Jesus’ assertion of self (by overturning the tables at the Temple) might 
have been a cause of his crucifixion by the revolutionary-intolerant Roman Empire. 
For them, self-care and self-assertion can happen in the paradise of now—the 
present and living community of ethical love and grace, and its power to change 
systems of domination and violence—and therefore represents the hope of 
redemption.  Through their emphasis on paradise and their [amended] Girardian 
reading of the cross, Brock and Parker offer the reader the opportunity to claim a 
gospel message of redemption that responds to contemporary demands—to care for 
the earth, to seek peace in the now, and to honor all persons.146 
  
Critical Implications of an Egalitarian Jesus 
and a Pristine Christian Origin 
 
Feminist and womanist theologians have made considerable contributions to 
identify the suffering, blood, death, loss of self, and surrogacy re-inscribed by 
sacrificial atonement theology. Their critiques and de/constructive offerings are 
                                                        
145 Ibid., 209: “If for Abelard, Girard, and Bartlett, abyssal compassion makes its contingent, 
epoch-shattering appearance in Jesus’ words, ‘Father, forgive them, they know not what they do,’ for 
Brock and Parker, the saving power of divine compassion is seen paradigmatically in Jesus’ Temple 
encounter with the money-changers, his miracle of the loaves and fishes, and the life-affirming acts of 
the women at the cross who refused to let the Roman Empire erase Jesus’ identity.” 
 
146 Brock and Parker, Saving Paradise, xxii. “We seek to rekindle Christian traditions that 
hold fast to love and thereby teach Christian people how, in the midst of horror and tragedy and loss, 
to resist violence, to honor the earth, and to humanize life. . . . We invite you now to return home to 
paradise with us so that, together, we can save it.”  
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detailed and profound, raising to consciousness the depth of damage that sacrificial 
atonement imbeds within persons, communities, and institutions. Through their 
work with historical interpretation, contemporary theology, biblical scholarship, 
and personal testimony, feminists have accumulated an armory against the threats 
of this damaging theology and have offered new ways to think and speak about what 
saves us. 
As can be seen in the works of the five theologians above, feminists often 
read history in search of a narrative of pristine origins. As a result of this narrative, 
these theologians assert that redemption is better understood through the story of 
an egalitarian Jesus and an inclusive ministry, than through any sacrificial death. 
These theologians then base their claim that the church and Christianity should be 
egalitarian today upon the historical perspective that Jesus was egalitarian and that 
Christianity was, once before, inclusive. This feminist use of pristine origins and an 
egalitarian Jesus offers significant appeal to tradition and history. It provides ground 
upon which to challenge doctrine and practice by asserting a return to a more 
pristine version of Christianity, a more faithful interpretation of scripture and the 
life of Jesus.  
Historians, however, as well as many theologians, see this narrative as a myth 
of origins. Such scholars contend that there never was such an inclusive period in 
the history of orthodox Christianity, nor was there ever such a radical Jesus who 
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combated the social norms of his time and defied cultural customs.147 The 
problematic of this narrative as the base for feminist soteriological constructions is 
that it bases contemporary work for inclusion and equality upon a particular 
historical reading that also happens to reinforce contemporary work. However, as 
history continues to unfold and new understandings of the past are uncovered, 
feminist theological work will hang in the balance, should the egalitarian Jesus ever 
be disproved or pristine origins definitively challenged. Even greater a threat than 
these future possibilities is the fact that the argument is not convincing for those 
who read history differently. Feminists have cringed at those who read patriarchal 
                                                        
     147 See: Mary Rose D'Angelo, "Theology in Mark and Q: Abba and 'Father' in Context," 
Harvard Theological Review 85 (1992): 611-30; Elizabeth A. Castelli, "Rethinking the Feminist Myth 
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February 15, 1994); Kathleen E. Corley, "The Egalitarian Jesus: A Christian Myth of Origins," Forum 1-
2 (1998): 291-325; ibid, Private Women, Public Meals: Social Conflict in the Synoptic Tradition 
(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1993), 53-9; ibid, Women and the Historical Jesus: Feminist Myths of 
Christian Origins (Santa Rosa, CA: Polebridge, 2002); John Jefferson Davis, "Some Reflections on 
Galatians 3:28, Sexual Roles, and Biblical Hermeneutics," 19 (1976): 201-8; John H. Elliott, “Jesus Was 
Not an Egalitarian: A Critique of an Anachronistic and Idealist Theory,” Biblical Theology Bulletin 32 
(2002): 75–91; ibid, "The Jesus Movement Was Not Egalitarian but Family-Oriented," Biblical 
Interpretation 11 (2003): 173-210; Ross Shepard Kraemer, “Women and Gender,” in Oxford 
Handbook of Early Christian Studies, eds. Susan Ashbrook Harvey and David G Hunter (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2008), 465-492; Amy-Jill Levine, “Misusing Jesus: How the Church Divorces Jesus 
from Judaism,” The Christian Century 123.26 (2002): 20-5; ibid, "Second Temple Judaism, Jesus and 
Women: Yeast of Eden," Biblical Interpretation 2 (1994): 302-31; Carolyn Osiek and David Balch, 
Families in the New Testament World: Houses and House Churches (Louisville, KY: Westminster John 
Knox, 1997), 57-60; Carolyn Osiek and Margaret Y. Macdonald with Janet Tulloch, A Woman's Place: 
House Churches in Earliest Christianity (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2006), 2-3.  
 Corley has succinctly described this reliance upon pristine origins, stating that it is a “common 
myth of Christian origins . . . that the behavior and teachings of Jesus established an unprecedented 
and revolutionary model for the full acceptance of the personhood of women. . . .” (Kathleen Corley, 
“Feminist Myths of Christian Origins,” Reimagining Christian Origins, eds. Elizabeth A. Castelli and Hal 
Taussig [Valley Forge, PA: Trinity Press International, 1996], 52).   
 Amy-Jill Levine writes in a review of Schussler Fiorenza’s efforts to reimagine an egalitarian 
community, “We would all grant that "wo/men were active and sometimes leading participants in the 
diverse forms of Judaism in and outside of Palestine in the first centuries C.E.” (p. 130), but 
participation is not the same thing as egalitarianism.” “Review: Jesus and the Politics of 
Interpretation,” The Journal of Religion 83.1 (January 2003): 110-11 (111). 
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history as authoritative for patriarchal action today, challenging that such a reading 
merely plumbs history for justification of current actions. Yet, is this not also the 
risk that feminist theology takes when grounding its contemporary soteriological 
constructions upon a reading of history that looks terribly like the feminist 
movement today? Such a feminist narrative also risks reading history in an 
anachronistic way, retrospectively placing contemporary feminist ideals upon a 
first-century Jewish itinerant.  Additionally, it dismisses the significance that the 
cross, for early Christian formulations of redemption, throughout Christianity’s 
evolution, and especially for Christians today. Contemporary feminist theologians 
cite the history of persons and movements that interpreted the root story of Jesus 
for their own context. Yet, they are not recognizing that the history of sacrificial 
atonement and devotion to the cross are also part of that contextualized 
appropriation tradition. Instead of trying to sidestep such a complicated history of 
redemption by turning to an egalitarian root story and pristine origins, feminist 
theologians could shift their focus to a new paradigm, one which does not depend 
upon an original foundation or egalitarian Jesus at all.  
Although sacrificial atonement theology does indeed carry the potential for 
harm and damage, labeling narratives of redemption that include the cross or the 
blood of Jesus as “bad” and egalitarian narratives as “good” is dismissive of Christian 
history and context. Just as Schussler Fiorenza attempts to re-place women in 
Christian history because a dominant narrative left them out, so feminist 
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theologians today must not be so focused upon one telling of Christian history that 
they leave out the rich complexity of the cross. Instead, feminist theologians might 
attempt to expand history even further, retaining both devotion to the cross, with its 
blood and suffering, as well as passion for life and living. To include both, to 
recognize such a complex history, and to account for both in soteriological 
construction is a difficult task. But it is the task that feminist theology set out for 
itself in striving not to reinscribe patriarchal tendencies of dismissing, writing over, 
or labeling as Other. 
Let us, for a moment, consider the alternative then. What if Jesus’ 
revolutionary agenda did not include a challenge to the gender norms of his day? 
What if Jesus was not even egalitarian? Does this mean that feminist soteriology is 
illegitimate in its theological efforts? Does it mean that the call to re-imagine 
redemption has no foundation? Does it mean that efforts to liberate the Christian 
tradition from oppressive patriarchal assumptions are not allowed? This project 
contends that feminist de/constructions for a new soteriology are justified, even 
without recourse to such pristine origins or an egalitarian Jesus.  
  Efforts to work for justice in contemporary Christianity do not depend upon 
whether or not there was a golden age of Christian history. Whether or not the 
historical Jesus was egalitarian does not determine if Jesus-followers today should 
strive for equality and inclusion. Whether Paul betrayed the original and radical 
gospel message does not determine today’s radical message. All of these are 
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important theological and historical questions, but they distract feminist efforts to 
construct a meaningful soteriology for contemporary women by making those 
efforts historically dependent. A swarm of attacks have been exchanged between 
feminist egalitarian theorists and their critics over whether Jesus was egalitarian 
and the use of such a historical antecedent.148 Yet the continued struggle of women 
within patriarchal religious traditions points to a different concern that may be 
missed in the fervor of this academic exchange. If all feminist theologians seek to aid 
women in their struggle within the church and against patriarchy, then a helpful 
starting point for soteriological construction might not be the historical Jesus, but 
rather where contemporary women are in their devotion to and practice of 
Christianity. Was Jesus a radical? Did Paul or the early church distort Jesus’ inclusive 
message? Was the cross really the signifier of redemption? These questions do not 
matter as much as how women feel about Jesus and the cross today. If the cross 
continues to be significant in the religious belief of contemporary women, then the 
pressing question is not whether the cross really saves or whether the egalitarian 
message got lost somewhere along the way. Rather, the question is: how do women 
deal with patriarchy and exclusion in Christianity in their lived realities?  
Just as scholars cite evidence for pristine Christian origins and point to a time 
when the egalitarian message of Jesus was alive in the community, so other scholars 
                                                        
148 For a very detailed account that discusses the prominent literature, works, and scholars 
of this ongoing and lively debate over egalitarian Jesus and pristine Christian origins, as well as 
extensive bibliographical references, see: Mary Ann Beavis, “Christian Origins, Egalitarianism, and 
Utopia,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 23.2 (2007): 27–49. 
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point to evidence of patriarchy, exclusion, and marginalization within the early 
church. Even more striking is that there is dual evidence of these conflicting 
attitudes and actions in the church today. In some places, women are fully included 
in a community of equals. In other places, women are still marginalized, diminished, 
and even abused because of their gender. Therefore, instead of focusing efforts to 
construct a feminist soteriology based on the search for a radical Jesus at the origins 
of Christianity, feminist theologians might ask how Christian women have 
negotiated both inclusion and exclusion for two millenia now. Instead of focusing on 
Jesus, feminist theologians might look to women to answer the question of “what 
saves us?”  To look back to early Christianity, but with a different question in mind, 
could yield different possibilities for constructing a feminist soteriology. The story 
of “origins” that could be most fruitful is the investigation of how first-century 
women negotiated ancient society and religious cults. A study of early Christianity 
can offer a complex picture of the ways in which women within the early Christian 
movement negotiated patriarchy. Feminist theologians could offer an honest look at 
both injurious and liberating ways in which women participated in ancient religion. 
When the Jesus movement is placed in that same context, of religious cult and 
sacrificial ritual, it will not be surprising to see this emerging cult as both egalitarian 
and patriarchal, too. From such a vantage point, we can see that the complexity of 
women’s situation within Christianity today is much the same as it has ever been.  
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There has always been injury and liberation for women. And yet women find ways 
to have agency, to speak in their voices, and to create change.  
Contemporary feminist theology must take caution in justifying their 
constructions solely upon a reading of Christian history that elevates an egalitarian 
Jesus. As Karen King has put it, “Since so much in Christian belief and practice rests 
upon historical claims, an accurate view of history is crucial. . . . One criterion for 
good history is accounting for all the evidence and not marginalizing the parts one 
doesn’t like or promoting unfairly the parts one does like.”149 Instead, new 
constructions might be better developed by recognizing that Christianity has both 
liberated and marginalized women. By exploring the complex history of women’s 
difficult responses to a religion which has both helped and hurt them, new answers 
might arise to the question “what saves us?”  
As ancient women negotiated their place and role in the religious rituals of a 
male-dominated world, so contemporary women continue to do today. This project 
moves forward with a focus on women’s religious dilemma: devotion and 
participation in a tradition which marginalizes them. With such a methodological 
focus, a new feminist soteriology can be offered without relying upon the uncertain 
claims of an egalitarian Jesus or pristine Christian origins. We can move forward 
with a feminist soteriology that is based upon women’s real lives in relation to 
religious ritual. We can advance with a feminist soteriology that is grounded in the 
                                                        
 149 Karen King, “Letting Mary Magdalene Speak,” 
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feminist call for liberation and equality. “We need not argue that something has to 
have existed in the past to be a real possibility in the future.  It is not the protology 
but the eschatology that people find appealing in such hypotheses.”150 If there was 
no egalitarian origin for Christianity, if Jesus did not establish a redemptive 
paradigm of feminist liberation, such an absence does not take away the potential—
the necessity—that there can and still should be an egalitarian ending.  
Chapter Four will turn to the rituals of ancient cults of the first century CE to 
explore the ways in which women participated in religion at the time of early 
Christianity’s invention. That chapter will delve further into the complexity of 
women’s participation amidst their general cultural exclusion. Yet, before this 
project turns to the lives of ancient women in religious ritual, we must ponder the 
question of ritual itself. What is it about ritual that retains the marginalized? Why do 
women remain when they are excluded? What happens in ritual? What are its 
dynamics? How does it affect participants? By looking deeper into ritual, we can ask 
how women can remain active and devoted participants in cotemporary Christian 
ritual. And by uncovering how women participate in such ritual—how they are 
present and active in the ritual of sacrificial theology—we can also uncover new 
possibilities for thinking about what salvation might look like for women who look 
to the Christian tradition for good news. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 
NEGOTIATION OF AMBIGUITY IN SACRIFICIAL RITUAL 
 
 
If reading Christian history to find an egalitarian Jesus and pristine origins is 
a complicated and possibly problematic approach for women seeking a liberative 
message within Christianity, I propose that we instead turn to women’s history, to 
ask how they dealt with, engaged, and even challenged the religious ritual that 
included them at times and excluded them at others. Before we turn to women, 
however, the next step is to explore religious ritual as a lens, its paradigms and 
constructions, its effects and intentions, its forces and limitations. By examining the 
ways in which women participate in ritual—particularly through their negotiation 
of ambiguous spaces within ritual—I will uncover possibilities for re-imagining a 
feminist soteriology that is rooted neither in an egalitarian Jesus nor sacrificial 
atonement theology. 
 
Ritual Theory 
 
Scholar and author Catherine Bell has taken on ritual theory in a 
transformative way, exploring the field in a way that is less dichotomized than those 
theories before her and making ritual theory’s insights more applicable to other 
fields of study. But even before her work, ritual theory became crucial to a number 
of fields because of the new lens it provided. As Bell writes, 
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In the last twenty years a number of diverse fields have found ritual to be an 
important focus for new forms of cultural analysis. Besides anthropologists, 
sociologists, and historians of religion, there are sociobiologists, 
philosophers, and intellectual historians who have turned to ritual as a 
“window” on the cultural dynamics by which people make and remake their 
worlds.151 
 
Because ritual pervades so much of the human experience, it provides a helpful 
paradigm through which to think about and question human behavior. Indeed, ritual 
theory is especially helpful to the field of feminist theology. Particularly, ritual 
theory is helpful as this project turns to first-century women and asks questions 
about their interaction with religion and patriarchy. Our first task, then, is to 
understand this “window” through which we will view ancient women, through 
which we will explore their religious involvement and the way in which they made 
and remade their world.  
The term “ritual theory” can be a difficult one. Informed by modernism and 
the residue of Protestant anti-Catholicism, contemporary society may deem that 
religious ritual is an antiquated notion, no longer applicable to the modern world, or 
that it is reserved for the religiously fervent and socially marginal. Yet, properly 
understood, ritual remains a pervasive phenomenon and an especially relevant tool 
for understanding culture and behavior. The reason that ritual is such an 
encompassing concept is because of the way that “ritual orders a body of theoretical 
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discourse.”152 Indeed, the discussion of what we do and why we do it revolves 
around the concept of ritual. Ritual gives meaning and structure to otherwise rote 
behavior and insignificant words. That which we practice informs the reality of the 
world in which we live. “Practice does not so much propose a solution to the 
situation as it effects a complete change in the very definition of the situation 
itself—a change that practice does not see itself make. It does not see what it does in 
the very act of producing the definition of a new situation instead of providing an 
answer to the old one.”153  The situation does not change; our perception changes 
under the influence of our behavior. And perception itself can make the situation 
new or different. But much more than the significance of behavior or words in 
creating meaning, bodies themselves give value to ritual. Ritual shapes a person 
through the repeated actions of the body, and thereby also shapes the meaning 
behind such participation via the person’s perception of what she or he is doing. By 
their participation, bodies constitute the actions of the greater social body; the 
social body in turn influences and shapes the individual bodies. “Ritual [has become] 
recognized as having a type of efficacy or power—not the power that it might claim, 
but a special ability to shape social organization and thereby the dispositions of 
individuals.”154 The actions of the body in the ritual contribute to the social body, 
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153 Catherine Bell, “The Ritual Body and the Dynamics of Ritual Power,” Journal of Ritual 
Studies 4.2 (Summer 1990): 302. 
 
154 Ibid., 299. 
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which supports the ritual by affirmation of its number.  The ritual in turn ritualizes 
the individual body into the habit of the ritual. Any dichotomy between mind and 
body, belief and action, dogma and ritual, thinking and doing quickly dissipates 
under this influence.  
 It is on this point that the work of Catherine Bell is so significant for use in 
analyzing feminist soteriology. For earlier scholars of ritual, the exploration of this 
complex concept jad been “differentiated as a discrete object of analysis by means of 
various dichotomies that are loosely analogous to thought and action; then ritual is 
subsequently elaborated as the very means by which these dichotomous categories . 
. . are reintegrated.”155 Feminist thought has long disagreed with such a dichotomy 
between the mind and body, with ritual serving merely as a bond or reuniting space 
between the two. Conversely, feminist thought interprets the actions of the body as 
often unspoken words of the mind. In this way, theory is what we do, not merely 
what we think. Catherine Bell’s approach to ritual honors this relationship between 
the mind and body. Bell’s return to practice as a means of exploring ritual has 
subsequently returned the body to a place of importance. “The term ‘performance’ 
attempts to . . . explore religious activity more fully in terms of the qualities of 
human action.”156 By not dismissing the body as secondary to the mind but retaining 
the body as a significant source for understanding, Bell provides a link for thinking 
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about ritual through feminist concern for embodiedness.157 What we do in ritual 
becomes what we believe. And what we believe about ritual informs what we do. 
Under such terms, theology is not merely the cognitive activity of analyzing belief or 
dogma; it is an embodied activity.  
Indeed, the body is of crucial importance in theology. Take the suffering 
Christ of the Catholic mass, for example. The ritual involves images and language 
about a crucified Jesus; it involves practices of eating and drinking, kneeling and 
bowing. What does such behavior reveal about the theology presented for 
consideration? What might be the beliefs of participants on suffering and salvation? 
Such a ritual pertains not only to theorizing about the physical body of Christ, but 
impacts the bodies of believers also well. Through liturgical practices, it recites the 
suffering of Jesus again and again. Each week, the suffering occurs again, not only for 
the god-man but for participants too.  If hooks is right, if no gap exists between 
theory and practice, if what we do informs what we believe, what is the theology of 
salvation enacted in such a ritual? In order to ponder the life of the body in ritual, 
we turn to Catherine Bell’s ritual theory, which explores ritual in conjunction with 
the body’s participation—without separation.  
In her classic text, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, Bell highlights three 
significant scholars in order to exemplify what has previously been the approach to 
                                                        
157 bell hooks, "Theory as Liberatory Practice," Yale Journal of Law and Feminism 4.1 (Fall 
1991): 2: “When our lived experience of theorizing is fundamentally linked to processes of self-
recovery, of collective liberation, no gap exists between theory and practice. Indeed what such 
experience makes more evident is the bond between the two—that ultimately reciprocal process 
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ritual study. For Émile Durkheim, French sociologist of the late nineteenth century, 
“ritual is the means by which individual perception and behavior are socially 
appropriated or conditioned.”158 In other words, ritual is one way in which a closed 
group adapts to external change.159 Bell will take up this notion of conditioned 
behavior with her theory, but will complicate it much more by critiquing the notion 
that ritual stands outside of the person, able to independently shape her or him. For 
Stanley Tambiah, a current leading social anthropologist, ritual “is the mediating 
process by which the synchronic comes to be reexpressed in terms of the diachronic 
and vice versa.”160 Bell will critique this notion that ritual can be cleanly separated, 
as extraneous, from tradition or change. Rather, ritual may be seen in both, and Bell 
will assert that it is inextricable from the fabric of context and persons. For Victor 
Turner, a cultural anthropologist of the twentieth century whose work on symbolic 
and interpretive anthropology was significant, ritual is the “creative ‘antistructure,’” 
offering “contrast to the frictions, constraints, and competitiveness of social life and 
organization.”161 For this approach, group structure is maintained despite cultural 
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change through ritual.162 Bell will critique this perspective on ritual, again, by 
pointing out the external placement that ritual is given in such a paradigm, as if it 
could stand, separately, outside of people and their behaviors and contexts. Through 
any of these methodologies, ritual is seen as functioning “either to transcend 
historical change or as a medium for the smooth, ongoing and unconscious 
accommodation of change.”163 For Bell, however, change—an external factor—is not 
the point when it comes to understanding ritual. Instead, Bell will focus on the way 
in which ritual can change or not change—through the internal dynamics of the 
participant. “Human agents [are] active creators of both cultural continuity and 
change rather than passive inheritors of a system who are conditioned from birth to 
replicate it.”164 
 Bell’s approach to the study of ritual is without differentiation, meaning she 
does not distinguish between the theorist and the theory. She expects that the 
discourse on the concept itself is, actually, embodied, or even embedded. This means 
that she does not separate ritual from the ritual participant or the ritual observer, or 
the context.  
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We do not see how such dichotomies as continuity and change, individual 
experience and social forms, and beliefs and behaviors invoke an assumption 
about thought and action that runs particularly deep in the intellectual 
traditions of Western culture. We do not see that we are wielding a 
particularly powerful analytical tool, nor do we see how our unconscious 
manipulation of it is driven not only by the need to resolve the dichotomy it 
establishes, but also simultaneously to affirm and resolve the more 
fundamental opposition it poses—the opposition between the theoretician 
and the object of theoretical discourse.165 
 
For Bell, there is no detached observer. Even more so, there is no detached 
participant, who might consciously manipulate the action. For other scholars of 
ritual, such as Durkheim, Tambiah, and Turner, the opposition of thought and action 
are an underlying basis for their work. For Bell, ritual cannot be broken down into 
two such oppositional categories. “The notion that ritual resolves a fundamental 
social contradiction can be seen as a type of myth legitimating the whole apparatus 
of ritual studies.”166 Ritual is neither merely thought nor action, nor the reconciling 
context for the two.  
 The question, then, for Bell, is how to define ritual. Many scholars try to 
define ritual as opposed to other human behaviors; while others try to define it as 
the ultimate of human behavior, with ritual expressing through the body that which 
usually goes unarticulated. Occasionally, ritual is defined as both, the extraordinary 
and the pragmatic. “Among the many problems attending efforts to distinguish 
ritual from other forms of human activity, most immediate is the fact that a 
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distinction between technical practical and ritual symbolic activities often reflects 
categories rather alien to the peoples involved.”167 For Bell, something is lost in the 
categorization of ritual activity. And yet, if one cannot define ritual as having any 
one form in particular, there is the risk that ritual includes any and all behavior. “[I]t 
is a short step from the proposition that everything is ritual to the practical reality 
that nothing is ritual.”168 As the saying goes, if everything is sacred, then nothing is 
sacred. And so it is in Bell’s estimation: there must be a means for identifying ritual, 
without restricting it to the thought-action dichotomy, and without liberating it 
beyond all categorization. 
One solution to this impasse would suggest that we refer to the particular 
circumstances and cultural strategies that generate and differentiate 
activities from each other. This approach, which assumes a focus on social 
action in general, would then look to how and why a person acts so as to give 
some activities a privileged status vis-à-vis others.169 
 
It is the appropriation of the ritual, then, that is the key to interpretation. By pointing 
to appropriation rather than a definition in order to distinguish ritual then the 
context, the situation, and the innuendos of behavior are paid greatest attention. 
The complexity of human behavior, although difficult to define and identify, 
becomes most significant. For this reason, Bell pursues an individualistic, subjective 
approach to each ritual’s context. Bell does not allow universal, umbrella groupings 
                                                        
167 Ibid., 72.  
 
168 Ibid., 73.  
 
169 Ibid., 74. 
 
86 
 
 
of ritual, but rather demands that each culture, and each context, be examined for its 
own methodologies that inform the persons and activities of the ritual. The question 
for her is how the activities set themselves apart as sacred. “Confronting the ritual 
act itself, and therein eschewing ritual as some object to be analyzed or some 
subjectivity to be fathomed, would involve asking how ritual activities, in their 
doing, generate distinctions between what is or is not acceptable ritual.”170  
In order to respond to her own charge of identifying the distinctions of ritual, 
Bell turns her attention to the practice of ritual and identifies four telling 
characteristics of ritual.171 One characteristic of ritual practice is that it is 
situational. Much of the meaning conveyed in a practice is given by the context of 
the practice. Taken out of its context, the practice loses much, if not all, of its 
meaning. Two, ritual practice is strategic. It is not meant to logically articulate 
meaning, but strategically inform its participants. “Its practical or instrumental logic 
is strategic and economic in that it remains as implicit and rudimentary as 
possible.”172 Three, practice also involves misrecognition. It is “embedded in a 
misrecognition of what it is in fact doing.”173 Ambiguity and disguise in ritual 
practice enable it to continue without a clear connection between its ends and 
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means. This inability to recognize the reality of what is occurring, both to the 
participant and by the practice, is what affords the participant the ability to continue 
gaining advantages and allows the practice to continue taking advantages. “In other 
words, it is essential that the ritual participants not realize how the ritual is shaping 
them.”174 Ritual practice is a mutually beneficial relationship of misrecognition, 
something which Bell explores further, and that this text will examine at greater 
length later. And four, practice is “able to reproduce or reconfigure a vision of the 
order of power in the world, or . . . ‘redemptive hegemony.’”175 Bell uses the works of 
Antonio Gramsci and David Laitin to elucidate the meaning of a “redemptive 
hegemony” as the “dominance and subordination” operating within “the symbolic 
framework that reigns as common-sense.”176  
Redemptive hegemony is the lived out, repetitive experience of the unspoken 
order of things, and the power behind that order. It is both constructed and 
experienced, affirmed and resisted. The redemptive hegemony gives place to 
persons and ideas, and those who participate simultaneously manipulate it to their 
benefit. In other words, people willingly participate in this hegemony, even when it 
appears to be to their detriment, because it also gives order and benefit to their 
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lives. There is a power exchange in a redemptive hegemony, even when certain 
persons appear at a disadvantage. For example, Gramsci “argued that ruling classes 
establish dominance not merely through overt mechanisms of control but through a 
climate of thought to which the oppressed classes subscribe.”177 Redemptive 
hegemony itself embodies the other characteristics of ritual; it is situational, 
strategic, and misrecognized.178  It is situational because such a hegemony can only 
exert power in the context where is it believed or subscribed to, only where persons 
have entered into an exchange of benefit with the hegemony. Otherwise, without 
persons to believe or subscribe to the hegemony, it would cease to function. Like the 
dollar bills in the current U. S. economic system, hegemony is fiction; it depends 
upon the belief of its participants to work. Redemptive hegemony is also strategic in 
that it remains rudimentary and unspoken as much as possible. Such hegemony 
seeks to be felt, not articulated. Because this power orders one’s very world, 
because it feels as simple and obvious as common-sense, its influence is strongest 
and therefore most strategic when it is felt, and not articulated. And, redemptive 
hegemony is misrecognized. Its subscribers feel it to be ordering of their universe 
and lived experience—not controlling of it. And yet, the redemptive hegemony does 
seek to control, or at least strongly influence, the lived experience of its subscribers, 
to cooperate with the hegemony. Those who dominate, to whom the rest submit, 
have a vested interest in the success and perpetuation of the hegemony.  
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 With these four characteristics, ritual practice can be explored in a new way—
using the lens of behavior and belief. Bell employs the term ritualization to explain 
how such ritual practice becomes ingrained in the participant. “A practice does not 
see itself do what it actually does. This oversight does not concern the object-intent 
consciously sighted by the practice but the very ability to see practice itself.”179 
Ritualization is, essentially, the effect, or the power, of ritual. The ritual is perceived 
by the participating bodies as having a source that is beyond time, place, or 
person.180 And the effect of those transcendent schemes is most profound on the 
body—not only the individual body, but also the social body, for the two are 
interdependent. “To determine the specific empowerment of ritual, it is . . . 
necessary to investigate how ritualization is mobilized to address a particular 
situation in such a way as not to see its strategic redefinition of that situation. It is 
with regard to this aspect of ritualized practices that a focus on the body is most 
illuminating.”181 Ritualization influences a situation through the body’s known or 
felt—habitualized—actions and reactions, not through explicit discourse.182 
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Ritualization is what ritual does—not what it intends to do, but what it does without 
necessarily intending to do so. It impacts the body, both individual and social. 
Ritualization remains mute for thinking or analysis, but provides an overabundance 
for felt experience.183 Therefore, just as the four characteristics of ritual practice lie 
unnoticed and often beyond conscious recognition, so ritualization quietly operates 
to sustain ritual through the habituation of the body. That body then can hold its felt 
experiences, the schemes of ritual, without having to articulate or systematically 
understand them. This is the power and effectiveness of ritual.184 The individual 
body (and individuals together as the social body) is the canvas upon which the 
power, drama, and beauty of ritual plays out. Bodies are molded and shaped, which 
in turn mold the social body and the social situation. The environment, in return, 
reinforces the social body, and thus the individual. The body both internalizes 
ritualization and produces ritualization.185 Ritualization is, simply, an unspoken 
dance of power and persuasion. It is “a ‘cultivated disposition’—a ‘sense’ of ritual—
embedded in the instincts of the acculturated body.”186 It is the dynamic that 
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enables the keeping of tradition and also the changing of tradition.187 
 
Ritualization 
 
Bell’s use of ritualization as the framework to explore ritual theory is 
significant because of the emphasis upon the body. As Bell asserts, ritualized 
practice produces ritualized bodies. Therefore, a focus upon ritualization elevates 
the body to a central place in understanding ritual. This turn to the body in ritual 
studies is significant for feminist theory because of its emphasis upon the body in 
giving voice to the vast experiences of women. Theological work done through 
feminist theory has often carried forward this emphasis upon the body, denying the 
dualistic separation of belief and embodiedness.188 As Julie Polter explains, “Woman 
was defined as body only, historically.”189 So it is not surprising, she concludes, that 
feminist theologies have re/turned to the body. Feminist theologians approach the 
body in a multitude of ways, but among their notable contributions is their 
re/membering the body in texts and traditions which otherwise dismiss the body, 
                                                        
187 Bell, “Ritual, Change, and Changing Rituals,” 34.  
 
188 “All agree that the power of the divine is radically immanent and that there is no radical 
dualism (or even a ‘soft’, ambivalent dualism) between body and spirit, public and private, or 
between divine and human.” Elizabeth Stuart, “The Sacred Body? Women, Spirituality and 
Embodiment” in Introducing Body Theology, eds. Lisa Isherwood and Elizabeth Stuart (Sheffield, 
England: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998), 79.   
 
189 Julie Polter, “When Body Meets Soul: Feminist theology seeks unity in diversity,” 
Sojourners Sept-Oct 1993, 
http://www.womenreligious.org/~education/FemTheol/Readings/Polter.htm. Accessed online 
August 2010. 
92 
 
 
their exploration of women’s silence in texts and traditions, their reversal of the 
male sphere as sacred and the female as profane.190  
So whereas patriarchy profanes menstrual and post-partum blood, 
associating it with death and disorder whilst sacralizing the shedding of 
(particularly male) blood through torture, martyrdom and war, theology lays 
hold of the obvious but feared power associated with the bleeding woman in 
patriarchal discourse but reverses its meaning. It becomes a life-affirming 
power.191 
 
Often, however, feminist theological work is not so simple as the elevation of 
women’s experiences. For those whose bodily experience has been non-privileged, 
whose bodies have been disdained or systematically abused, the narrative of the 
body by white feminists is not enough.192 Because female interests and identities are 
often tied up within the patriarchal paradigm, the elevation of women’s voices, 
stories, and bodies can be a difficult theoretical or practical move. Bell’s work strives 
to recognize such situatedness with regard to the body, however.193 
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Emphasis upon the body through the lens of ritualization is similar to the 
work of feminist theologians, in that it calls attention to what happens to the body in 
ritual, without dismissing the complex relationships between corporate and 
individual, participation and subjectivity, and the necessity and desire that the body 
represents.194 For Bell, the body is not merely a player in ritual, but the body—both 
individual and social—becomes the stage upon which ritual happens. The body is 
the site of ritual, and becomes central to understanding the dynamics of ritual. By 
using ritualization as the framework for understanding ritual, the body itself 
becomes the framework for understanding ritual too. The body is ritualized, and the 
body, in turn, ritualizes through its practice.195 Ritualization seeks to recognize how 
the body is both habituated through practice and also independent through 
negotiation.  
The body’s connection to ritual is twofold. First, the body absorbs the ritual. 
The actions of ritual become the body’s own actions. Distinction, between whether 
the body chooses the ritual action or the ritual mandates the body’s actions, 
becomes blurred. The body chooses, but that choice is influenced by the fact that the 
body has chosen before. Second, the body becomes the ritual by its performance. 
With each repetition, the body serves as the source of enactment for the ritual. The 
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body gives embodiment to the ritual. In this way, ritual is the body and the body is 
the ritual. Bell explains, “Hence, required kneeling does not merely communicate 
subordination to the kneeler. For all intents and purposes, kneeling produces a 
subordinated kneeler in and through the act itself.”196 The dynamic is one of 
internalization. But it is not an internalization whereby all contradiction and 
dichotomy are resolved. Instead, it is an internalization that uses the body to hold 
together gaps, ambiguities, and even oppositions. The body holds a perpetual 
deferral of signification, allowing the ritual to flow through it without explicit 
meanings or definitions.197  
Although meaning is deferred, the value and power of ritual are not. The 
power of ritual is that the body becomes habituated to the significance—and 
usefulness—of the ritual. Without explicit speech, the ritual orders time, space, and 
bodies, so that together they carry the substance of the ritual. However, this is not 
achieved without cost and hierarchization. Through dis/empowerment, 
un/privileging, sub/ordination, the body becomes ritualized. These effects are not 
obvious, though. For Bell, “Ritualization sees the qualities of the new person who 
should emerge; it does not see the schemes of privileged opposition, hierarchization, 
and circular deferment by which ritualized agents produce ritualized agents 
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empowered or disempowered by strategic schemes of practice.”198 Ritualization is 
as much about what is not said and what is not done, as it is about what is said and 
done. In this way, the body participates without being given explicit meanings—the 
body is able to participate because it has not been given explicit meanings. Although 
prayers and recitations are often essential to practice, and frequently the most 
conscious actions by participants, an even greater significance is the action of the 
body in affirming such words through participation. 
Bell’s striking example of this is the words of consecration in the Catholic rite 
of Eucharist:  
the words . . . were formally elevated to this critical position in the Roman 
rite standardized by the Council of Trent in 1570 and, significantly, in 
conjunction with the formulation of the doctrine of transubstantiation and 
the enhanced sacramental power of the ordained priest. In the Eucharistic 
meals of the early Church, on the other hand, the words were of little 
significance.199  
 
It is the practice of the words that ritualizes the participant. In this way, the 
participant knows and sees exactly what she is doing. On the other hand, however, 
meanings remain unspecified and undesignated. Meanings are unnecessary to 
elaborate as they are more importantly felt and done by the participant. The result 
of ritualization is that the ritual becomes essential to the participant, to her very 
constitution, to her understanding of who she is and what is important to her. There 
is a sense that the ritual is part of her identity, that she chose this identity connected 
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to the ritual. And indeed, by her participation, she is involved in the development of 
the tradition. Although it may be the ritual that is shaping the participant, the 
participant’s feeling of being an active force in the ritual is not misplaced. 
 In a relationship dynamic such as ritualization, there are those in power and 
those disempowered by the misrecognition of ends and means. The indirect claims 
made by movement, repetition, and symbol in the practice of the ritual infer power 
to those ritual specialists who invoke archaic language and a call to tradition by such 
actions.200 However, those who are seemingly disempowered by ritualization also 
receive something from the ritual, and from their patronization of the tradition.201 
The status reversal—what we could possibly call power—that can be conferred to 
the would-be disempowered will be explored more carefully below. But whether it 
empowers or not, ritualization makes sense of the world for the disempowered.202 
Over and above the issue of power or status, ritualization gives order and meaning 
to time and space, and gives place to the bodies—it confers the gift of status to all: 
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the status of being in one’s proper place.203 Together, this order, meaning, and place 
constitute an entire worldview, or, to use Bell’s wording, cosmos. “Hence, 
ritualization is not a single-handed method or mechanism of social control; it is one 
of several ways of reproducing and manipulating the basic cultural order of a 
society as it is experienced by, embodied in, and reproduced by persons.”204 It is not 
just a static ritual that informs persons, but the way that the ambiguities and gaps 
are negotiated by the participants, who in turn give their bodies to the ritual 
through participation, reproducing the ritual through tradition, and yet recreating 
the ritual anew each time. In this way, Bell’s theory of ritualization “constitutes a 
particular dynamic of social empowerment.”205 I will explore the particular means of 
empowerment through ambiguity and negotiation, and will offer a link to how 
feminist constructions of soteriology might rethink sacrificial ritual without 
appealing to a particular way of reading history.  
 
Critical Terms: Ambiguity and Negotiation 
 
Before we can explore the ways in which the ambiguities of ritual are 
negotiated by participants, first we must explore ambiguity itself as a critical term. 
For Bell, ambiguity is the intentional failure to “communicate clear and shared 
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understandings.”206 As a function of ritual, Bell uses ambiguity to describe the 
symbols that are employed and the beliefs that are promoted with vague meaning 
but toward an apparent end. Devotion is fostered through posture, repetition, 
movement; camaraderie and commitment spurred among the participants through 
acting in unison; but the why behind such actions is left open to interpretation. It is 
the why, or possibly better said the what—the meaning, that is the ambiguous 
aspect of ritual. Bell agrees with anthropologist James W. Fernandez, that “ritual 
forms of solidarity are promoted because they rarely make any interpretation 
explicitly; that is, they focus on common symbols, not on statements of belief.”207 In 
this way, unequivocal communication and meaning are resisted for the sake of the 
ritual. The ambiguity of ritual allows its interpretation to be flexible and dynamic, 
ensuring the ritual’s perpetuation and survival amidst change. 
 I want to make the case that ambiguity is the centerpiece for examining 
women’s participation in ritual and in forging a new feminist soteriology. Ambiguity 
is understood, in Bell’s terms, as a lack of clearly defined meaning which 
accompanies action; this project draws more attention to the embodied aspect of 
Bell’s concept of ambiguity. As Bell states, “ritualized practices afford a great 
diversity of interpretation in exchange for little more than consent to the form of the 
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activities.”208 Although women participate—bodily—in ritual, such as in the Catholic 
mass, the ambiguity of ritual leaves much room for their diversity of interpretation. 
This project contends that it is in such diversity of interpretation that women affect 
change, all the while participating with the redemptive hegemony. It is the body’s 
participation in descript practices—mandated conformity—while leaving space (or 
ambiguity) for nonconformity of the mind that is the significant aspect of ritual for 
this project. The body conforms to the ritual in ways that engage the emotion, and 
spur devotion. But the mind, while being informed by the body’s devotion, 
nonetheless retains its own possibilities for belief and understanding, attributed to 
the ritual’s intentional failure to communicate clear and shared understandings. The 
body is also informed by the mind. If an action feels dissonant with the mind, the 
body is less likely to continue in repetition of that action. Thus, the ambiguity in 
ritual, which leads to diversity of interpretation, also presents a kernel of possibility 
that the body will resist ritualization, conformity of action, at some point because of 
dissonance between mind and body. “Ritual does not necessarily cultivate or 
inculcate shared beliefs for the sake of solidarity and social control, although this is 
a common understanding of ritual.”209 This is the space of ambiguity—where clear 
meaning is not, where definition is eluded. It is in this space where the subordinated 
class, the marginalized of the ritual, can form their own interpretations. Although 
the body may become ritualized toward affinity for the dominant class’ ritual, the 
                                                        
208 Bell, Ritual Theory, 186.  
 
209 Ibid. 
100 
 
 
mind—although informed by the body—is still free to negotiate its own 
interpretation of the symbols, actions, and prayers. This is strategy of the 
subordinated class, “those whom ritualization empowers even though at first glance 
it may appear to control them.”210  
Negotiation, as we have seen above, is another significant term for Bell’s 
ritual theory. Negotiation is the means by which the subordinated class controls 
ritual. Through the ambiguity of the ritual, the dominated class has the opportunity, 
the space, to create their own interpretations, to formulate their own 
understandings of the actions in which they participation. This is negotiation of the 
ritual. So long as the dominated or subordinated class continues its participation, 
ritualization continues as an effect upon their bodies. However, the mind informs 
the body. Negotiation, then, cannot stray too far from the body’s actions, or there 
becomes too much dissonance between the mind and body, as discussed above. 
Negotiation, therefore, is a significant power that belongs to the subordinated class. 
The dominated class will negotiate—or interpret—the ritual, so that it has meaning 
and gives order to their world, but will tend not to negotiate the ritual in such a way 
that it leads to too much dissonance with the ritual. For to leave the ritual, the 
redemptive hegemony by which the universe is understood, would also great a 
tremendous dissonance.  
                                                        
210 Joseph A. Favazza, “The Efficacy of Ritual Resistance: The Case of Catholic Sacramental 
Reconciliation,” Worship 72.3 (May 1998): 217.  
101 
 
 
As Favazza explains, negotiation is employed by Bell as the simultaneity of 
consent and resistance.  
Those who control ritual create an objectified and embodied environment 
through ritualization, while those who are ritual participants are free to 
consent, resist, or negotiate appropriation of this environment at many 
levels. For Bell, this is how ritualization is efficacious: it does not control but 
is always a negotiated strategy of power which simultaneously constructs 
and is constructed by forms of domination and resistance.211 
 
Participants are able to hold consent and resistance together because of their 
affiliation to the ritual. The ritual is not an external event, but an internal one. 
Negotiation is an act by a participant as someone invested in the ritual. That act is a 
response to the power of ritual, but such power is not external to a participant. 
Through ritualization, the power of ritual is also internal to the participant. The 
ritual’s power and influence have been absorbed and embraced by the participant 
because of the ritual’s resonance or maybe just through sheer repetition. Despite the 
power of ritual having been embraced, the participant can still respond to that 
influence through negotiation, a simultaneous consent and resistance.212  
Bell turns to Catholic ritual and U.S. women to give a detailed example of 
these seemingly mutually exclusive responses. Bell tells of the enthusiastic 
reception that the Pope received during his 1987 visit to the states, which 
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demonstrated a devotion to both the papal office and the Pope himself. “Yet this 
devotion does not imply unreserved or nonnegotiable obedience. Catholicism is a 
consent to papal power and a resistance to it at the same time.”213  Bell interprets 
the use of birth control by Catholic women, despite the Church’s official 
pronouncements against it, as a demonstration of such negotiation. U.S. women, 
despite their devotion to papal authority and teaching, can still give credit to “the 
more immediate issue of local communities” in some decisions.214 “A ritualized 
agent [is] able to wield physically a scheme of subordination or insubordination.”215 
Bell writes that it is only non-Catholics who find this both/and relationship between 
such women and the Church to be surprising. Bell credits the inherent recognition of 
negotiation among fellow Catholics to be unstated but understood. All involved in 
the same ritual understand the unspoken resistance despite one’s consent.216 “Ritual 
is efficacious exactly because it is negotiated strategy of power. Even in a social body 
that is highly structured, domination is never total and is always appropriated.”217 
Negotiation is not so simple as rejecting a belief or tradition. Rather, it is 
more a subtle evaluation, perhaps subconsciously, that something is not quite fitting 
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or appropriate.218 While external postures or actions may (or may not) continue 
uninterrupted, the internal narrative changes. It is the internal shift that is 
significant for the individual. It is the subtle evaluation that is followed by an often 
equally subtle change of interpretation that allows for continued participation, for 
perpetuating devotion. This shift or subtle change can be identified as the 
participant’s negotiation with the ritual, and is only possible because of the 
ambiguity that is present in ritual. Because of the ambiguous space in ritual, where 
definition is lacking but bodily action is emphasized, the participant can continue 
her or his postures, prayers, movements—even when the meaning behind them, the 
personal narrative which substantiates such actions, has changed. Because the 
change need not be radical to be substantial, the participant can evolve her 
interpretations and grow more grounded in her understandings, without ever 
feeling as if she has to challenge the ritual itself. Negotiation can be subtle in that 
way. But negotiation remains powerful because of its potential to challenge the 
dominant values of the ritual. For the marginalized of the ritual, internal meaning 
can sustain participation through external disagreement or even injury. For 
example, for contemporary Catholic women, the cross can be deeply inspirational 
and life sustaining, even though worship of its sacrificial body means eating the 
eucharist and drinking the blood at the hands of a patriarchal apostolate. 
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Joseph A. Favazza invokes Bell’s “negotiation of ritualization” to explain the 
downturn of attendance by Catholics at the sacrament of reconciliation. Favazza 
explains that ritualization is not demonstrated by compliance alone. The devotion of 
participants can also been shown through their attendance or commitment to other 
aspects of the ritual. This shifting of devotion, however, also points to negotiation.  
For example, Catholics have grown to resist a God and a church that judges 
while consenting to a God or a church who heals and liberates; to resist 
magical, furtive, and adolescent encounters in dark rooms while consenting 
to meaningful personal relationships and communities that blur the 
distinction between the wounded and the healed, the bound and the 
liberated.219 
 
As Catholics have negotiated their interpretation to prefer a different understanding 
of grace and forgiveness, so it has grown in interest for other rituals, other aspects 
of the mass. Over time, with many participants, a subtle negotiation can grow into a 
powerful movement, shifting even the emphasis of the church.  
 
Negotiated Appropriation of Dominant Values 
 
Catherine Bell introduces her penultimate chapter with the following 
argument: 
[T]he projection and embodiment of schemes in ritualization is more 
effectively viewed as a “mastering” of relationships of power relations within 
an arena that affords a negotiated appropriation of the dominant values 
embedded in the symbolic schemes.220 
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In other words, although ritual communicates certain dominant values, there is 
ambiguity—what might be called merely a collection of notions—in the symbols and 
schemes by which the subordinated class can negotiate those dominant values.221 
The symbols and schemes remain undefined, undesignated—or, in Bell’s terms, the 
meanings are deferred.222 As a result, there is a space, or gap in understanding, 
providing a space for the participant to negotiate and interpret the movements, the 
meanings, and the rhetoric—the dominant values of the ritual. While, ritual occurs 
within very set, tangible, established parameters, what happens within the 
participant is subjective, adaptable, and open to negotiation. In this way, the practice 
itself communicates the solidarity of the bodies, all acting within the parameters of 
the ritual under the influence of ritualization, while also allowing individual 
appropriation by each body. There is shared practice, but not necessarily shared 
belief or interpretation. Therefore, although the body becomes ritualized, the 
participant negotiates a subjective interpretation and meaning for the ambiguous 
spaces of the ritual. Those moments, words, or behavior which do not have explicit 
meaning—which Bell would contend constitute much of ritual—are left open to the 
negotiation of the individual for appropriated meaning. 
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This seems somewhat counterintuitive, that ritual could ritualize a body and 
yet also provide space for the body to negotiate the ritual, creating its own 
interpretation of the symbols and schemes and as a result wielding a status-reversal 
power of its own. However, this is exactly what ritual—and ritualization—
accomplishes. Ritual brings the body’s movement, its practice, into solidarity with 
others, with the community, yet it allows enough individual, subjective space so that 
each body, each participant, is able to feel the ritual as significant to him or her. Such 
subjective appropriation—the negotiated appropriation of the dominant values of 
the ritual—ensures the continued participation of each participant, leading to the 
ritualization of her or his body. “[S]ymbols and symbolic action not only fail to 
communicate clear and shared understandings, but the obvious ambiguity or 
overdetermination of much religious symbolism may even be integral to its 
efficacy.”223 The cross, again, is a striking example. How it is understood can differ 
tremendously among worshippers. Yet, the fact that the cross is indeed meaningful, 
in one way or another, is shared by all. Kneeling before the cross; consuming the 
body and blood; blessing oneself with holy water: all of these are symbolically rich, 
yet ambiguous in precise meaning. For ritual, it is the embodied action that 
matters—the appearance of communal solidarity, the influence of bodies acting in 
unified movement. Therein lies ritual’s power. Ritual practice produces ritualized 
bodies who perpetuate the ritual. These bodies perpetuate the ritual by their 
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embodied participation, yet ritual also accounts for the variety of their negotiated 
appropriation of dominant values in order to find subjective meanings. The 
continued, embodied participation, however, ritualizes the participant over and 
over again, so that he or she becomes authentically invested in the ritual, feels the 
importance of it, and enacts its significance. Although such ritualization may 
influence the interpretation that is embraced by the participant, the interpretation is 
still negotiated subjectively. “[R]itualized practices afford a great diversity of 
interpretation in exchange for little more than consent to the form of the 
activities.”224 Therefore, in the midst of participation, each individual participant 
wields a tremendous power of interpretation.   
 The same movements, prayers, and postures can reflect different meanings 
for each participant. This is the ambiguity of ritual. Enough space is left within the 
firmly set parameters of the ritual that a participant can assert individuality within 
that space via a negotiated interpretation. This vast diversity in interpretation might 
seem threatening to the ritual, by allowing every participant a different meaning. 
But instead this diversity in interpretation confirms the survival of the ritual, by 
giving each participant enough space to create personal meaning. With subjective 
appropriation of rote behavior, each participant is able to find meaning and 
connection with the ritual, ensuring each participant’s continued involvement. With 
that continued involvement, the body becomes further ritualized through routine, 
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such that the body perceives her or his own interpretations, own meanings, and 
own values in the repetition of movements, prayers, and postures. In turn, the body 
becomes loyal—attached, even—to the ritual, as the ritual becomes representative 
of profound meaning and deep spiritual associations, though the details of such 
interpretations are unique to that body. 
Catholic theologian Susan Ross writes about the ritual of the Catholic mass, 
offering insight into the power and possibility of ambiguity in ritual. For Ross, not 
only does the ritual have ambiguity, as explored above, but the participants can also 
be understood as ambiguous. Although participating in the ritual, a participant 
might also have interpreted the ritual in way that leads him or her to work for 
change. Or it could be that such internal ambiguity leads a person away, even 
physically departing from the ritual. Yet, maybe others who have left the ritual find 
that, still, the ritual informs life and thought, worldview and perspective. “[Women] 
who participate in [ritual] may well be changing it from the inside, while having one 
foot outside it, and those who have abandoned it may find that they are still 
connected to it.”225 Ritual is absorbed not only by the body, but also by the mind and 
by habits. This is the very essence of ritualization. The ritual becomes the person. 
But that absorption is also like a sponge in that there are holes, places where the 
ritual does not take hold. In those places, persons have their own negotiated 
interpretation. These holes in the ritualization of a person can be understood as the 
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ambiguity of the person. The gaps in the ritual—those spaces where there is not 
clear or defined meaning—can also be understood as ambiguity. When these 
ambiguities meet up, negotiation is the form of involvement. “Ambiguity is . . . a 
component element of sacramentality itself, and is also characteristic of women’s 
involvement in the sacraments.”226 Indeed, women’s negotiation must be 
understood through ambiguity, especially in the Catholic mass. As they are excluded 
and even understood theologically as inferior, so women demonstrate devotion and 
involvement. How can that be? The ambiguity of the person meets the ambiguity of 
the ritual, creating space for negotiation and interpretation. 
 Bell’s theory about ritual practice may, at first, seem to dichotomize the mind 
and body, making it appear that the body can act independently, or without the 
mind’s consent. In actuality, the opposite is true. The body must have the consent of 
the mind. And the mind must have reason for the actions of the body. For this 
reason, the mind takes advantage of ambiguity to find meaning in the ritual. The 
personal negotiation of the ritual that occurs on an individual, embodied basis is the 
reconciliation of the mind and body in ritual practice. The participant’s body does 
indeed become ritualized, through repeated communal action. The body becomes 
habituated, but the ritual needs the support of the mind, also. So the mind 
appropriates significance of some kind to each practice for reconciliation with that 
individual body. The mind takes advantage of the ambiguity of ritual to find 
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personal meaning in the actions and practices. Although the body enacts communal 
belief, the mind interprets it subjectively.  
The difficulty, however, is when the ritual itself is the enactment of the 
dominant class. The marginalized kneel, bow, and defer to those in authority and 
power, those of another class, through the actions of the ritual. When this occurs, the 
subordinated class is the one who has to negotiate an appropriation of the ritual of 
the dominant class, so that it fits the embodied understandings of a subordinated 
person. The subordinated class must find alternative meaning in the actions that 
otherwise speak of domination. The subordinated class must create or find reason 
for accepting the imposed practices of the dominated class, for making them 
agreeable with the experiences of the subordinated. “It is fundamentally an act of 
misrecognition by which the subordinated class accepts the legitimacy of the values 
of the dominant class and applies the criteria of these values to its own practices, 
even when doing so is not favorable to it.”227 In this way, negotiated appropriation 
of the ritual and its dominant values can be an act of acquiescence to the dominating 
class.  
It is not always as such, however. Sometimes, the ritual is the enactment of 
the otherwise marginalized. It is not only through ambiguity, which lends itself to 
subjective interpretation, but through the power of ritualization itself that ritual 
may be employed for transformation of thinking and empowerment of the 
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oppressed. Through the ambiguity of the ritual, those who are marginalized by a 
ritual may seek out and hold their own liberating interpretations, allowing them to 
maintain ritual practice despite their marginalization.  Yet, it is also in the power of 
ritual—through ritualization—that those seeking to transform a religion, seeking to 
liberate a people, may convey a new message and new meanings to the bodies of 
those who participate. By giving slight—or radical—alterations to old movements, 
prayers, and postures, those conducting the ritual can invoke new consciousness 
and new meanings for the participants. New meanings can be given explicitly, or 
subtly through only the postures and movements of the body. This has been one 
strategy of feminists and womanists, among others, who have sought to bring 
inclusion and new meaning to exclusive and ancient ritual practice. Later, I will 
explore the power of ritualization as invoked by feminists on behalf of the 
marginalized. 
One of the major concerns in relationship to this project is the situation of the 
subordinated class, the marginalized. Why would they participate in a practice 
reflecting the values of the dominant class, why would this people negotiate the 
ritual of the dominant class, when they could—and sometimes do—leave this ritual 
and create their own ritual reflecting their own values? The answer is necessity: 
subjective appropriation of the dominant class’ ritual is not merely acquiescence by 
the subordinated class, but it also an act of their survival. As Catherine Bell 
describes, ritual is part of one’s existence.   
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A ritual never exists alone. It is usually one ceremony among many in the 
larger ritual life of a person or community, one gesture among a multitude of 
gestures both sacred and profane, one embodiment among others of 
traditions of behavior down from one generation to another. In other words, 
for each and every ritual, there is a thick context of social customs, historical 
practices, and day-to-day routines that, in addition to the unique factors at 
work in any given moment in time and space, influence whether and how a 
ritual action is performed. The warp and weft of handed-down customs and 
real-life situations form the fabric from which specific rites are constructed 
and found meaningful.228 
 
Ritual is merely one manifestation of ritualization. Ritualization affects not just one’s 
actions in the ritual. Ritualization pervades one’s entire life. It is the lens through 
which one sees the rich past, the glorious present, and—possibly most important—
the uncertain future. Ritualization is not a set of practices within a ritual. 
Ritualization is a way of being in the world. For that reason, it is not so easy as 
asking the subordinated class to abandon the ritual, even if that ritual is obviously, 
or painfully, the enacted values of the dominant class. To discard any ritual is to let 
go of a key to life’s meaning and significance. Every ritual constitutes the sum of the 
whole which is survival. But it is not just the key to survival; rather, to thriving.  
Within that necessary participation for survival, however, lies the possibility 
of subversion. To understand this dual possibility for viewing the dominated class—
as needed by the subordinated class, but also subverted by them, Bell’s framework 
for understanding ritual, ritualization, must be remembered. Participants continue 
their participation because they have been ritualized. Through embodied practice, 
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the ritual becomes genuinely significant to the participants. And this significance is 
held deep, literally within the body of the participant. The participant becomes 
personally invested and connected to the practice of the ritual. To leave the ritual 
would be to cut off oneself from one’s tradition, one’s lifetime, one’s meaning for 
existence. Yet, through the ambiguity of symbols and meanings, the participant is 
also able to personally appropriate that practice through negotiation. 
“Misrecognition is, therefore, not a matter of being duped, but a strategy for 
appropriating symbols, despite how structured and structuring the symbols may 
prove to be in practice.”229 Therefore, the symbols and schemes of ritual may 
ritualize the participant through practice, structuring the participant’s behavior and 
embodied responses, but the meanings are left open to interpretation through 
negotiated appropriation.  
In this way, the subordinated class is not only being ritualized into the values 
of the dominant class, but is also being further ritualized into their own subjective 
interpretations. This ability to negotiate meaning, and to have one subjective 
interpretation perpetually reinscribed by the ritual, creates a balance between the 
intended ritual of the dominant class and the subjective ritual experience of the 
subordinated class.  “[R]itual practices are themselves the very production and 
negotiation of power relations.”230 The dominant class can only push the 
                                                        
229 Bell, Ritual Theory, 190–1.  
 
230 Ibid., 196.  
 
114 
 
 
subordinated class to a certain point, can only dictate practice and meaning to a 
certain extent, without intruding on the ability to negotiate interpretation by the 
subordinated class. But within that limit, the subordinated class also benefits from 
its association and participation with the dominant class. “[T]hose seen as 
controlled by ritual authority are not simply able to resist or limit this power; they 
are also empowered by virtue of being participants in a relationship of power.”231 
The subordinated class holds a certain power in the ritual via their negotiated 
interpretation. It is a fragile existence between the two classes.  
 
The Ritual Shift to Subjectivity 
 
These insights of Catherine Bell are helpful in examining the function of 
sacrificial ritual in respect to feminist soteriological concerns. Just as her work 
stresses understanding the context of every subjective interpretation in order to 
truly understand the associated ritual, it is best to consider Bell’s work in the 
context of the scholarly conversation to which it contributed. This context is 
especially important as Bell’s work was key among a new methodology in ritual 
theory, and contributed to a field of scholars who generated a radical shift in the 
way that ritual is conceived and considered. Prior to the shift in theory to which Bell 
contributed, ritual had been regarded as bearing a universal truth.232 It was thought 
possible to identify “the meaning” of ritual, to clarify the reason for ritual, regardless 
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of time or place. It was thought that there was something common, some single 
thread, running through every ritual. Ritual theorists, therefore, tried to obtain this 
solitary truth through careful study and analysis. Yet, what these scholars missed 
time and again would be the very cornerstone of contribution from the next 
generation of ritual theorists: the importance of context for each ritual and the 
subjectivity of each participant. Bell’s contribution to this new paradigm was the 
recognition that even the participants, at times—or often, cannot elaborate the why 
or the how behind the ritual. Their subjective interpretations were often unclear, 
even to themselves. Bell came to identify this phenomenon of what could not be 
articulated as ritualization: the process by which the body subjectively absorbs, 
appropriates, and interprets the ritual without explicit elaboration by the mind, but 
in a way that gives meaning and value to the ritual for the individual. Other 
colleagues would make equally significant contributions to this new emphasis upon 
context and subjectivity, as well. And their work would irrevocably shift the way in 
which ritual studies are done. Their work also connected ritual theory with feminist 
studies, as feminist scholars were addressing traditional understandings of 
subjectivity and embodiedness. 
 A text that debuted at nearly the same time as Bell’s Ritual Theory was Nancy 
Jay’s Throughout Your Generations Forever: Sacrifice, Religion, Paternity.233 Although 
unrelated in many ways, the two texts represent scholarly grappling with ritual in a 
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shift away from the ritual itself, the space, or the abstracted concept, and toward the 
people who experience it. Jay was searching to better understand the pervasive 
gender dichotomy that could be found in sacrificial ritual. In this search, Jay came 
upon the same cornerstone as Bell for understanding ritual itself: there is no 
universal, abstracted meaning to ritual. There is action, and then there is reflection 
that is subjective for each participant. Jay explains, “The meaning of any action not 
only varies with the way in which it is interpreted, it is the way it is interpreted. The 
meaning is not already there in the action, like the gin is in the bottle, in such a way 
that you can get it out, unadulterated, by performing certain operations on the 
action.”234 Instead of universal meaning, Jay asserts that the act of reflection upon 
the meaning of ritual—or its interpretation—is always primary and is contextually 
based. It is the context that gives life and meaning to ritual. Without accounting for 
the context, ritual becomes misread and misunderstood. She writes: “The social 
context of ritual action is not a mere background which can be stripped away . . . it is 
the element within which ritual has its life.”235  
For both Bell and Jay, there is no universal meaning for ritual. It cannot be 
dissected, or abstracted, for analysis or summary. Because of this similarity in 
approach, for both scholars it is also the people, the context, and the interpretation 
of ritual that matter. But even when people, context, and interpretation are taken 
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into account, Jay cautions that the historical vantage point of the interpreter must 
still be considered. “There are two kinds of situatedness, that of the sacrificers and 
that of the interpreter. The one is unattainable and the other is inescapable.”236 
Undoubtedly, the vantage point of the historical participant is different from that of 
the historically removed observer or scholar.  Jay’s emphasis upon situatedness and 
context is an appropriate companion text for understanding the efforts of Bell to 
move ritual beyond the ritual as a static entity, and toward ritual as a dynamic 
movement between subordinated class and dominant class in the sphere of symbols, 
movements, prayers, and postures. For Bell, this dynamic is ritualization, whereby 
the subordinated class experiences the ritual in an embodied way, absorbs and 
embraces the ritual as their own, learns the ritual with the very fibers of their being. 
And yet it is by ritualization, the doing of the ritual in body without explicit 
narrative or meaning, that the subordinated class also employs their own 
interpretations of the dominant class’ ritual—an interpretation that could 
undermine or challenge the ritual at any point. To understand such ritualization, 
one must see the participant through Jay’s lens and recognize the subjectivity of the 
situation. To deem whether the ritual may be for good or for ill, to see whether the 
ritualization itself is for the participant’s better or worse, to gauge whether the 
subordinated class has developed an interpretation that challenges or reiterates—
all of these can only be gained through Jay’s situatedness. According to her, ritual is 
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deeply personal and subjective. For Jay, personal reflection and subjectivity are 
informed by gender. Those in the dominant class are acting through the gender 
dichotomy for power; those in the subordinated class are acting through the gender 
dichotomy to negotiate meaning despite exclusion. 
Bell’s theory cautions us to recognize the power at play in ritual. For those 
excluded by ancient ritual, which included most women and many men, ritualization 
meant habituation into marginalization. For those excluded by contemporary ritual, 
ritualization still means the habitualization of the body into a marginalized or 
subordinated position. Ritualization means negotiating the values of the dominant 
class in order to reconcile the actions of the body with the mind. For both of these 
groups, then and now, placement within the hierarchy of ritual means a difference 
in perspective and power than the dominant class with regard to the same ritual. 
For Jay, gender also causes a difference in perspective and power among 
participants in the same ritual. Because of such gender and rank differences, 
damaging interpretations and traditions can be fostered. At a time when scholars 
sought ritual’s solitary meaning or “one universal truth,” Jay’s work makes clear the 
dangerous interpretations that are woven and supported by sacrificial ritual, such 
as the exclusion of women through sacrificial ritual’s reinscription of patrilineage. 
Jay’s work is key for this project because she nuances both Bell’s insights upon the 
subjective interpretation of the marginalized (for this project, women) and the ritual 
focus upon sacrifice. 
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Although interpretation is subjective, Jay’s work on gender prompts the 
questioning of the seemingly natural order of ritual.237 Despite its lack of universal 
meaning, sacrificial ritual can especially reinforce a purportedly natural order, with 
men as the norm, and therefore the rightful and “natural” gender. Jay elucidates that, 
for sacrificial ritual, women participate as not-men, and therefore the abnormal and 
unnatural gender. Sacrifice, by bringing men into ritual with their fathers, and by 
excluding women, seems to demonstrate and reinforce that which already is 
existent in the patriarchal world: the rule of men. Sacrifice is keenly equipped to 
offer this patrilineal interpretation because it contrasts blood. Sacrifice revolves 
around the notion of controlled blood, whereas women are the exemplification of 
uncontrolled blood. For sacrificial ritual, females embody that which must be 
expiated—the pollution of uncontrolled blood. Religious myth, which asserted that 
men were the primordial heirs to immortality and the image of the divine, justified 
this dichotomy of the sexes. Patrilineage was the eternal and proper orientation of 
existence. Both childbirth and death were the “fault” of women. Men rectified this 
situation, among other human existential crises, through sacrificial ritual. By 
involving blood, men co-opted women’s blood—their reproductive blood. Jay 
explains her theory, “When the crucial intergenerational link is between father and 
son, for which birth by itself cannot provide sure evidence, sacrificing may be 
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considered essential for the continuity of the social order.”238 It is Aquinas’ “effective 
sign”—sacrifice creates what it implies: patrilineage.239 And, according to Jay’s 
work, patrilineage was nothing short of inclusion into immortality. Men lived on 
through their sons, in a throw-back to primordial times of immortal men and eternal 
lineage. “Sacrifice can expiate, get rid of, the consequences of having been born of 
woman (along with countless other dangers) and at the same time integrate the 
pure and eternal patrilineage.”240 
Placing Jay’s insights of gender and sacrifice into dialogue with Bell’s work on 
the subordinated class and negotiation, however, does not conclude with 
understandings about why women remain as participants in sacrifice. Taken 
together, the much bigger question that these scholars’ work points toward is that of 
ritual interpretation. Who, in a ritual, holds the power of interpretation? For Jay,  
wherever there is ritual there is always a politics of its interpretation, 
because ritual action can always transcend any final perfect interpretation of 
it. . . . The question inevitably arises as to who is socially entitled to a position 
(perhaps the position) from which it is legitimate to interpret ritual. What is 
being defended in accusations of heresy is not just specific interpretations of 
texts or actions, but the position of the only true point of perspective and also 
the principle that there is such a point.241 
 
Bell’s work indicates that the person or persons who are able to interpret the ritual 
also wield a presence—possibly even a power—in ritual. Although the appearance 
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is that men of power control the interpretation of ritual, Bell’s theory troubles this 
dominant notion, and considers the power of subjective interpretations, along with 
their impact upon the ritual and the dominant class. Although Jay’s insights are 
crucial to understanding the patrilineage perpetuated by sacrificial ritual, calling 
awareness to its danger, it is Bell’s work that adds a new dimension to considering 
participation in ritual as not only significant, but as an active force in the ritual. It is 
Bell who provides, through her attention to the ambiguity of ritual, a way of thinking 
about women’s participation in ritual without simply depicting women as 
subordinates or victims. Through their interpretation of the undefined meanings in 
moments, symbols, and postures, women and other subordinated persons are able 
to have presence and influence over the ritual. 242  Such interpretative work is the 
negotiation of ritual’s ambiguity. 
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 Thus, the struggle to establish “universal truth” in religious ritual necessarily 
fails, since experience, myth and memory, enacted and made sacred in ritual, are 
relative and contextual, not fixed. Participants are nonetheless ritualized by their 
participation in the ritual, such that they accommodate the interpretations of the 
dominating class and those values are sacralized. Often, such interpretations of the 
ritual are patriarchal, as they reinscribe the power of the dominant class. However, 
there is also ambiguity in the ritual, in the undefined symbols, in the unnarrated 
meanings of prayer, posture, and movement. Such ambiguity therefore also leaves 
room for subjective interpretations by those otherwise marginalized persons, 
making it possible for them to appropriate the ritual to their own experiences, 
beliefs, and understandings. It is in such moments of ambiguity where the subjective 
interpretation of the subordinated class has incredible power to effect change in the 
ritual. 
 
Women’s Negotiation of Ambiguity in Ritual 
 
It is the power of the subordinated class to affect ritual change through 
negotiation of the ambiguity in ritual. Particularly in sacrificial ritual, with its focus 
on naturalizing patrilineage, women negotiate the dominant values of the ritual. 
Such negotiation by a participant is always simultaneous with the ritualization of 
the body. Ritualization does not exclude the participant’s ability to consent or resist. 
Rather, it makes the participant vested in the ritual, giving the negotiation between 
consent and resistance all the more importance. Women—often marginalized with 
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others in the subordinated class of a ritual—possess the ability to negotiate the 
meaning, value, and future of the ritual. Therefore, women represent both the need 
of the ritual (a participating subordinated class) and the threat of the ritual (its 
subtle interpretation through negotiation). It is there, in the negotiation of ritual, 
that ritual’s power lies, making the subordinated class more powerful than often 
realized. This means that women, as part of that subordinated class, possess ritual 
power. 
These concluding remarks have significant implications for constructing a 
new feminist soteriology. Instead of relying upon a rereading of Christian history 
that provides an egalitarian Jesus or pristine Christian origins or a utopian kindom 
of God to justify today’s hopes for inclusion and equality, Bell’s ritual theory, as well 
as the work of Jay, allow us to look upon sacrificial ritual and Christian history from 
a different perspective. Instead of trying to find a way around the cross by rereading 
origins, it is important to think about how women participated in sacrificial rituals 
at the time of Christianity’s origin. If women’s negotiation of ritual, even when they 
are marginalized within that ritual, affords a significant power to women, then 
maybe early Christian history need not be devoid of sacrifice in order to be 
liberating for women. Maybe it is the complex negotiations of ritual in the midst of 
ritualization that feminist interpretation can look to—both in the early Christian 
milieu and also today—for a relevant and resonant message of redemption for 
women. 
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This project thus proposes that feminist theologians must rethink 
redemption, not in terms of getting around sacrifice but in terms of how women 
participate (and negotiate) sacrificial rituals. What can a study of women’s 
negotiation of sacrificial ritual within early Christianity yield? Instead of rejecting 
sacrifice as having nothing to do with the redemption proffered by Jesus, perhaps 
studying sacrifice could teach feminist soteriology something new about women, as 
well as something new about early Christianity. While Christianity’s emergent 
context was a time in history when “the gods ran in the blood” of sacrifice, the 
debate over egalitarian origins is one that will not easily be settled.243 The reality, 
however, is that whether or not sacrifice is at the origins of this tradition, it remains 
present in Christian rituals today. Feminist efforts to address the connection 
between sacrifice and soteriology is necessary for progress. But offering a feminist 
soteriology that recognizes the reality of women’s lives in ritual is also necessary. 
Despite their position of subordination, women possess ritual power. It is a power 
to negotiate the ambiguity of the ritual. Relying upon the ritual theory work of 
Catherine Bell, with gender insights from Nancy Jay, this project will now turn to 
explore the early Christian milieu, for ways in which women might have employed 
negotiation within ancient ritual for change from within.  
                                                        
243 Paula Fredriksen, “Mandatory Retirement: Ideas in the study of Christian origins whose 
time has come to go,” Studies in Religion 35.2 (2006): 231.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
THE HISTORICAL DIALOGUE 
 
 
As we have seen, one method for constructing a contemporary feminist 
soteriology of non-sacrificial redemption has been to develop a theology based in a 
presentation of the egalitarian life and teachings of Jesus. In this method, the hope 
for an inclusive church today is based upon and justified by the ability to uncover 
the egalitarian truth about Jesus. Yet, as we have also seen, a lack of historical 
evidence and regular disagreement about how the available evidence should be 
interpreted make it difficult to prove that Jesus was a cultural radical. The “true” 
character of Jesus and the movement he founded will always be open to debate. 
Thus the search to return Christianity to its “origins” is always problematic, whether 
one has a feminist aim or a patriarchal one.  
But in addition to the difficulty of the “return to egalitarian origins” 
methodology, there is also the difficulty of what ritualization has already 
accomplished, and the overwhelming force of ritual action on the lives and bodies of 
practitioners. As the last chapter demonstrated, ritual habituates a body into 
particular postures of action and particular modes of thought, through ritualization. 
Though arguments about the historical Jesus are often convincing, and lend 
themselves to attractive conclusions about ourselves and our faith tradition, ritual 
inculcates something even more convincing. Ritual ensures that behavior and belief 
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are not so easily swayed, even when “history” is granted a privileged status in the 
argument.  
It is within this difficulty, between historical argument and ritual behavior, 
that a new key to feminist soteriological construction might be found. Although 
ritualization imposes structure upon its participating bodies—informing categories 
such as gender, authority, and power—there is nonetheless a persistent ambiguity 
that allows participants to develop their own interpretations of the dominant values 
of the ritual. It is within this ambiguity that participants possess agency. Through 
their subjective interpretation of ritual, participants are able to exert influence 
toward change. This insight into the embodied practices of ritual participants offers 
a different methodology to those interested in constructing a feminist soteriology, 
one that does not depend upon finding or proving an egalitarian Jesus at the origins 
of Christianity.  
Because women are often marginalized by sacrificial ritual, it may be helpful 
in our goal of developing a new feminist soteriology to explore women, ritual, and 
sacrifice in a context where sacrificial ritual and women’s cultural marginalization 
were more explicit than today.244 In such a setting, we can really get at questions of 
                                                        
244 “[Ancient] women’s participation in cult allowed them to construct a vivid and complex 
presence in the life of their community and afforded them the kind of independent agency that was 
not usually predicated of them.” Barbara Goff, Citizen Bacchae: Women’s Ritual Practice in Ancient 
Greece (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2004), 4. This is akin to women’s interpretive 
liturgies in the contemporary Catholic Church. As will be explored in the next chapter, it is in the 
negotiation of ritual that women are able to be a complex presence in their community and assert an 
independent agency, while sustaining a connection to the church which might otherwise marginalize 
them. 
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what it means for a subordinated class to claim agency within a context of 
patriarchal sacrificial ritual. Additionally, the turn to ancient ritual provides a 
different in-road for thinking about Christianity and redemption than the search for 
a narrative of egalitarian origins. If we recognize early Christianity as an emergent 
cult within a diverse sacrificial context, and also believe that women have always 
found ways of exerting agency—ways of negotiating their marginalization not only 
within society and culture but also within religion—then we are no longer in need of 
an egalitarian beginning. Instead, we can conclude that women can create their own 
egalitarian ending through negotiation of their ritual marginalization and exclusion. 
Even first-century women can show us as much. If Catherine Bell’s theory proves as 
valid for antiquity as for today, then women participants in ancient ritual will show 
themselves to be keen negotiators of their ritualization and of the values of the 
dominant class. As Peter Rose has written, in his examination of feminist work, 
“Precisely to the extent that an accurate critique of the past is a key component in 
envisioning a more tolerable future, women have a special stake in the ‘thickest’ 
possible description of the situation of women in antiquity.”245 By considering the 
non-inclusive milieu of ancient Christianity, Christian feminist soteriologies can 
develop a new way of thinking about women in religious rituals. By exploring 
models of ancient women in overtly patriarchal religious cults, feminist 
                                                        
245 Peter Rose, “The case for not ignoring Marx in the study of women,” in Feminist Theory 
and The Classics, eds. Nancy Rabinowitz and Amy Richlin (New York: Routledge, 1993), 225. 
Originally read in Citizen Bacchae, 4, fn. 9.  
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soteriologies can discuss how contemporary faith needs to both critique tradition 
and hold onto tradition.  
As women’s relationships to ancient sacrificial ritual are explored, the 
following questions will be kept in mind. In what ways were women of antiquity 
excluded from ritual? In what ways did they forge inclusion? In what ways did the 
ambiguities of ritual empower them to create change? Such an analysis can serve 
not only as a corrective to the feminist soteriological tendency to rely upon 
“egalitarian origins” for their constructive contributions, but also open up a 
conversation about today’s women, particularly Catholic women and their 
involvement in the sacrificial ritual of the Catholic mass. By looking at women in a 
truly sacrificial context (ancient religious cult practice), a more complicated view of 
history can be opened up for feminist liberation, and can be used to frame a 
response to the continued dominance of Christianity’s sacrificial redemption.246 By 
                                                        
246 “Ancient religious cult practice” is a tenuous phrase, as is the claim to explore “women in 
ritual.” This is due to the diversity of what religious practice, cult ritual, and sacrificial acts looked 
like in the ancient world. There was no one meaning and no universal understanding of practices that 
appeared similar, not even to mention the unique practices. Therefore, this project recognizes the 
warning of James Rives: “Recently scholars have pointed out that rituals involving the slaughter of an 
animal varied widely in terms of their goals and constituent elements and so do not constitute a 
single coherent category; they have stressed that sacrificial rituals comprised a number of steps, and 
that the main interpretations of sacrifice tend to overemphasize some and neglect others; they have 
emphasized that offerings to the gods took a whole range of forms, of which those involving the 
slaughter of animals were only one group, and perhaps not the most important. Some have even 
raised the question whether ‘sacrifice’ remains a useful category of analysis at all.” From “The 
Theology of Animal Sacrifice in the Ancient Greek World” in Ancient Mediterranean Sacrifice, eds. 
Jennifer Wright Knust and Zsuzsanna Varhélyi (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011).  
As Stanley Stowers, in the same volume, explains, “This approach [that sees ritual and 
practice as modes of beliefs that intersect and interact with one another] denies that one can 
understand animal sacrifice by isolating that practice and asking about its “meaning” across the 
temporal and cultural areas that I have mentioned. I also do not want to talk about religious or social 
systems. That language misses the unbounded and open-ended quality of the social, of human 
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identifying ambiguity as a consistent feature within sacrificial ritual, and by 
seriously considering the ways in which women negotiated such ambiguity, this 
project enables a dialogue about what it means to call upon history for the 
substantiation of a contemporary soteriology. Specifically, this chapter facilitates the 
development of a feminist soteriology that need not dismiss the sacrificial ritual in 
which contemporary Catholic women continue to participate. 
 Describing the significance of the sacrificial milieu of early Christianity, the 
pervasiveness and power of sacrificial rituals at this time, is the first step to 
exploring women within an ancient setting. Sacrificial ritual must be understood 
within its ancient context, and the lives of ancient women must be considered in 
their own framework. Operating under the primary assumptions of Catherine Bell’s 
ritual theory—which assert that participants, though ritualized, retain agency 
through their negotiation of ritual ambiguities and through their subjective 
interpretations—this chapter contends that ancient women cannot be caricatured 
either as wholly resisting marginalization or as gullible and willing participants in 
marginalization. Instead, the ways in which women continued their participation in 
sacrificial ritual—amidst marginalization and exclusion—must be sought out, and 
                                                                                                                                                                     
activities. Instead, there are advantages to thinking of the social in terms of inherited activities that 
are partly constituted by goals, skills and mostly implicit norms, and that link in myriads of ways to 
other practices to make-up larger social formations.” From “The Religion of Plant and Animal 
Offerings Versus the Religion of Meanings, Essences and Textual Mysteries,” 55. This project, 
therefore, recognizes, that “sacrifice” and “ritual practice” were (and remain) dynamic, and for the 
ancient world constituted a fluid part of what it meant participate in the social.  
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raised to a level of analysis. Such an endeavor must first start by looking at 
sacrificial ritual in general terms. 
 
Methodological Considerations 
 
Certainly, our ability to understand women’s roles in ancient rituals is 
limited. Even “complete” ritual evidence is a difficult source to interpret. As one 
scholar of ritual put it, “No one can possibly ever witness a complete ritual, from all 
angles. From the simple, inevitable blink of the eyes to the inherent limits of any one 
person’s placement and vision—all descriptions of ritual are incomplete.”247 Added 
to this implicit difficulty of studying ritual are the associated difficulties of studying 
women in the ancient world. Gregory Sterling, a scholar of ancient Judaism and early 
Christianity, writes in his study of women in the Hellenistic world, “Women were 
the subject of ancient writings only in exceptional instances. This is compounded by 
the fact that we have very few texts written by women. The result is that our sources 
are largely oblique observations about women written by men.”248 Our difficulty, 
then, is how to view women in ancient ritual without their first-person narrative 
accounts of experiences with and in ritual. “There are . . . significant difficulties 
studying women in antiquity, particularly if what we wish to know is not men’s 
                                                        
247 Jonathan Klawans, Purity, Sacrifice and the Temple: Symbolism and Supersessionism in the 
Study of Ancient Judaism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 52.  
 
248 Gregory E. Sterling, “Women in the Hellenistic and Roman Worlds,” in Essays on Women in 
Earliest Christianity, vol. 1, ed. Carroll D. Osburn (Joplin, Mo.: College Press Publishing Company, 
1993), 42.  
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attitudes, but what women themselves did, thought, and believed.”249 An entire 
politics of patriarchy surrounds what evidence has survived, including what still 
remains kept today.  
Another factor that makes this inquiry difficult is the social placement of the 
person who left evidence. Whether written or left by women or merely written 
about them, the evidence that survives was generally left by those in socially 
privileged positions. “Most data are from authors of the upper class who have their 
own agendas. This means that we cannot assume that what is true for the upper 
class is necessarily true for the lower. It also means that texts often reflect the social 
values of the author rather than the reality of ancient society.”250 Lastly, our own 
social placement and perspectives influence an inquiry such as this. As discussed 
when looking at contemporary feminist de/constructions of soteriology, the 
conclusions that we hope to find can influence our reading of the materials. “As with 
the ancient authors, modern analyses sometimes reflect twentieth-century interests 
rather than ancient practice.”251 Therefore, it will be my goal to examine the 
evidence with an aim towards interpreting women’s negotiation of ritual. For 
example, I will grapple with the difference between claims from antiquity regarding 
women’s exclusion from ritual and the ritual practices of women in antiquity that 
                                                        
249 Ross Shepard Kraemer, Her Share of the Blessings (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1992), 6.  
 
250 Sterling, “Women,” 43.  
 
251 Ibid.  
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are known. Instead of making claims about unbroken traditions from a time of 
“origins” or drawing conclusions about the feelings and thoughts of ancient women, 
this project seeks to analyze the evidence that is available about women within first-
century ritual contexts. 
There is an important caveat to keep in mind regarding ancient evidence. As 
Ross Shepard Kraemer has written, “What we consider evidence is largely a function 
of what we consider worth pursuing, of what questions we choose to ask and what 
issues we consider important.”252 Therefore, in addition to the restricted 
methodology of trying to compare evidence in a simple and straightforward 
manner, I will also make the bold presumption at our start that women of the early 
Christian milieu found significant ways to participate in religious activities that 
occurred in a primarily male-dominated context. I operate under the assumption 
that women participated by negotiating religious ritual, by both acquiescing at times 
and asserting the self at others within tradition.253 This analysis begins then by 
exploring the context and women of the Greco-Roman world, the macro-setting of 
emergent Christianity. Following that work, this chapter will zoom in to the more 
specific context and women of Judaism in the early first century C.E., the particular 
cult from which Christianity emerged. 
                                                        
252 Kraemer, Her Share, 5.  
 
253 Ibid., 12. “To suggest that women’s religious activities sometimes reinforce and replicate 
women’s social experiences and other times offer compensation for those experiences, or release 
from those experiences and the legitimation of alternatives, is to challenge some contemporary 
theories which contend that religion must do one or the other, but not both, and certainly not both 
simultaneously.”  
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Sacrifice in the Greco-Roman Context 
 
Sacrifice as Social Construction of Sexuality 
 
Within Greco-Roman cultures and across all cities that experienced both a 
Greek history and Roman influence, sacrifice was a basic and central transaction of 
existence.  Not only was sacrifice a part of standard operation for religious worship, 
it was also the occasion for meat consumption, socio-political placement, the 
dramatization of power dynamics, and the reinforcement of sexuality.  “At a 
birthday party, a city festival, a social club—wherever people ate meals with meat—
a sacrifice took place.  When the gods were thanked, placated, or beseeched for 
blessings—beginning a meeting of the city council, setting out for war, after the 
birth of a child, entering manhood—Greeks sacrificed.”254 Sacrifice defined reality. 
And one of the most important aspects of reality, for the ancient world, was gender, 
or—as will be further elaborated below—sexuality. 
One way that ritual created and affirmed reality in the ancient world was 
through the “social construction of sexuality.”255 For the ancient world, sexuality had 
two basic forms: male sexuality and not-fully-male variations of sexuality.256 Instead 
                                                        
254 Stanley Stowers, “Greeks Who Sacrificed and Those Who Did Not: Toward an 
Anthropology of Greek Religion,” in The Social World of the First Christians: Essays in Honor of Wayne 
A. Meeks, eds. L. Michael White and O. Larry Yarbrough (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), 295.  
 
255 Continued: “that ‘sexuality’ is not a thing that can be found in all cultures but is created by 
the various discourses of particular societies.” Ruth Mazo Karras, “Active/Passive, Acts/Passions: 
Greek and Roman Sexualities,” The American Historical Review 105.4 (Oct 2000): 1250.  
 
256 David Halperin offers a yet further clarification in One Hundred Years of Homosexuality: 
and Other Essays on Greek Love (New York: Routledge, 1990), 34-5: “I think it would be advisable not 
to speak of it as a sexuality at all but to describe it, rather, as a more generalized ethos of penetration 
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of social definitions based upon gender, the enactment of one’s sexuality—
regardless of one’s gender—was more important. This meant that whether one had 
an active or passive role in the sexual “dichotomy” was informed by the way one 
was present in the world or one’s social status, which defined and constituted one’s 
gender.257 Although there are many differences between Roman and Greek 
conceptions of gender and sexuality, one similarity is the enactment of gender 
through sex acts.  
Roman assumptions about masculine identity rested . . . on a binary 
opposition: men, the penetrators, as opposed to everyone else, the 
penetrated. The penetrated other included women, boys, and slaves; adult 
Roman men who displayed a desire to be penetrated were consequently 
labeled deviants and anomalies.258  
 
The categories of homosexuality and heterosexuality were nonexistent in the Greco-
Roman world.259 However, the dichotomy of penetrator and penetrated provided an 
                                                                                                                                                                     
and domination, a social-sexual discourse structured by the presence or absence of its central term: 
the phallus.” 
Nancy Jay writes, “In contradictory dichotomy, only one term, A, has positive reality. Not-A is 
only a privation, a negation or absence of A. This property of contradictories is wonderfully clear in 
abstract formal logic, but when it is applied directly to the empirical world, strange things happen. 
For example, when the sexes are conceived as contradictories, only one sex can have a positive 
reality. (Guess which.) This kind of thinking is behind Aristotle’s notion of women as misbegotten 
males. A woman, having no positive sexuality of her own, is only a failure to become a man.” 
Throughout your Generations Forever: Sacrifice, Religion, and Paternity (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1993), 19. 
 
257 “That the ancient world, both Greek and Roman, categorized sexual behaviors or 
identities not by the gender of the participants but by the sexual role each played.” Karras, 
“Active/Passive,” 1250.  
 
258 Craig A. Williams, Roman Homosexuality: Ideologies of Masculinity in Classical Antiquity 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 7.  
 
259 Ibid., 4-8. Indeed, “homosexuality” was not even coined until 1892. “Throughout the 
nineteenth century, in other words, sexual preference for a person of one’s own sex was no clearly 
distinguished from other sorts of non-conformity to one’s culturally defined sex-role: deviant object-
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undeniable paradigm with which to categorize. Those who penetrated were male. 
Those who were penetrated were not [fully] male. And yet, the reality of such acts 
was even less important than the perception of them. “What was at stake was less a 
man’s actual behavior and more the appearance he gave and the image he had; how 
he was seen and talked about by his peers more than what he actually did in the 
privacy of his bedroom.”260 The appearance of taking the “active” role in a sexual act 
was interpreted as effecting conquest.261 The penetrated, or “passive” participant, 
was thus the subjugated. A male, particularly a freeborn male, was never to be the 
subjugated, less scorn and ridicule of his male privilege ensue.  
Typically, females took “passive” roles in the sexual dichotomy, and males the 
“active.” But this was not always true. Therefore, sexual acts and inclinations could 
be employed more clearly for classification in the ancient world than attributions of 
one’s gender or orientation.262 This is not to say that gender was not recognized and 
often associated with certain sexual acts and inclinations. “Key to the distinction of 
                                                                                                                                                                     
choice was viewed as merely one of a number of pathological symptoms exhibited by those who 
reversed, or ‘inverted,’ their proper sex-roles by adopting a masculine or a feminine style at variance 
with what was deemed natural and appropriate to their anatomical sex” from Halperin, One Hundred 
Years of Homosexuality, 15-16. 
 
260 Ibid., 18.  
 
261 Ibid.  
 
262 Karras, “Active/Passive,” 1250. Karras here references Halperin, One Hundred Years of 
Homosexuality, 27.  
Note: “Orientation” is a misnomer applied to the ancient world, as the ancient world did not 
conceptualize sexual orientation as the modern world does. I am employing it here for the sake of 
engaging modern conceptions of sexuality in this discussion. For more on this, see Williams, Roman 
Homosexuality, specifically the Introduction. 
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gender roles was the concept that men are active and women passive, or that men 
are penetrators and women penetrated. Thus anyone who is penetrated (or is in 
other ways passive) is gendered feminine, and anyone who penetrates is 
masculine.”263 Normative for such masculinity was sexual contact with both males 
and females. 264 Indeed, a male citizen could choose from a range of sexual partners, 
from adolescent boys to concubines to his wife, to satisfy his desires.265 
Returning to the starting claim that one’s enacted sexuality was more socially 
significant than one’s gender, I then ask how sacrificial ritual also informed such 
social constructions. As we will see, sacrificial ritual in the Greco-Roman world 
reinscribed this socially constructed sexuality, and in multiple ways. Sacrificial ritual 
affirmed such social constructions for citizen men by its patriarchal nature, its 
exclusions of women, and its association with lineage or childbirth—particularly the 
birth of male children.  
 
Sacrifice as Patrilineage 
 
As Stanley Stowers has noted, in antiquity “[s]acrifice seems often to serve as 
a male counterpart to childbirth.”266  Childbirth, though bloody and nearly always 
                                                        
263  Karras, “Active/Passive,” 1256. 
 
264 Williams, Roman Homosexuality, 20.  
 
265 Aline Rousselle, “Body Politics in Ancient Rome,” A History of Women in the West: I: From 
Ancient Goddesses to Christian Saints, ed. Pauline Schmitt Pantel, trans. Arthur Goldhammer 
(Cambridge, Mass.: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1992), 319.  
 
266 Stowers, “Greeks Who Sacrifice,” 300. Also: Karen Fields, “Introduction,” in Throughout 
your Generations Forever, xiii: “Sacrifice becomes what Jay calls a ‘remedy for having been born of 
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associated with death, was the exclusive ability of women.  Men, on the other hand, 
controlled the bloody and deadly act of sacrifice. Can sacrifice, then, be understood 
as a competition with childbirth? Jean Pierre Vernant addresses this question from 
the vantage point of marriage, another gendered realm in antiquity: “Marriage is to 
young women what war is to young men.”267 Marriage and motherhood were, 
simply, the destiny of female children, as war was often the fate of boys.268 And 
although a woman would likely be traded into marriage, “given (didômi) to her 
husband by another man” who also “gave other riches (epididômi) along with her,” 
her real value was her ability to produce legitimate children for her husband.269  
However, one hindrance to this means of “legitimate children” was the woman’s 
obvious possession of and connection to the children.270 From the time of 
conception until birth, the child was—ultimately—the possession of the woman.271 
                                                                                                                                                                     
woman’ or, in her still more expressive phrase, ‘birth done better.’ Sacrifice points to distinct ‘social 
relations of reproduction.’” Jay, Throughout Your Generations Forever, 40: “Sacrifice can expiate, get 
rid of, the consequences of having been born of woman (along with countless other dangers) and at 
the same time integrate the pure and eternal patrilineage.” 
 
267 Jean Pierre Vernant, Myth and Society in Ancient Greece (Atlantic Highlands, N.J.: 
Humanities Press, 1980), 38. 
 
268 “A female child was not only a potential mother but also a commodity of interfamilial 
exchange.”  Pauline Schmitt Pantel, “Marriage Strategies,” in A History of Women. Volume 1. From 
Ancient Goddesses to Christian Saints, ed. P. Schmitt Pantel (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1992), 233. 
 
269 Claudine Leduc, “Marriage in Ancient Greece,” in A History of Women, 235. 
 
270 Ibid., 235.  
 
271 Jay, Throughout Your Generations Forever, 31: “It is only mothers, bearing mortal children, 
who dim this glorious vision of eternal and perfect patriliny. Remember Pandora: because of a 
woman, men are mortal. Only in myth is the fatal flaw of having been born of woman overcome.” 
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One means of regaining control of the child, then, was through sacrificial practices, 
whereby those persons socially constructed as male, particularly a citizen man, 
could perpetuate masculinity for themselves and their male lineage.272 Sons were 
brought into lineage with the father through different sacrificial rituals at different 
times in the child’s life.273 In a Greek context, the acceptance of a newborn child by 
the father was affirmed at the Amphidromia (a ritual on the fifth day after birth), or 
during the tenth-day rite.274 Beyond this crucial, initial acceptance of the child at 
birth, the Apatouria was another significant male lineage ritual, involving sacrifice. 
This three-day festival welcomed young men into citizenship (or into their phratry). 
On the third day of the Apatouria (a day called Koureotis), there were three 
sacrifices. The meion sacrifice was intended for fathers who had sons born that year. 
The koureion sacrifice confirmed the adolescent male as a member of the phratry. 
The gamelion sacrifice was for young grooms to announce the name of their bride 
                                                        
272 Vernant, Myth and Society in Ancient Greece, 138: [Wild animals also have a mother] to 
whom they are linked by the natural animal bond of childbirth; but they have not father. Without 
marriage there can be no paternal filiation, no male line of descent, no family, all of which presuppose 
a link which is not natural, but religious and social.” Also, Jay Throughout Your Generations Forever, 
34: “No matter how corporate, a patrilineage is never ‘a physical unity of life.’ Nor is unilineal descent 
natural, but social and religious. And sacrificing orders relations within and between lines of human 
fathers and sons, between men and men, at least as effectively as it does relations between men and 
their divinities.” 
 
273 Stowers, “Greeks Who Sacrifice,” 315, 318.  
 
274 At times, female children might not have been accepted by the father, and instead left to 
exposure. However, the evidence and debate on this issue is contentious and difficult. For more on 
infanticide of female children including two differing perspectives, see: Sarah Pomeroy, “Infanticide 
in Hellenistic Greece,” in Images of Women in Antiquity, eds. Averil Cameron and Amélie Kuhrt 
(Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1983) and Wayne Ingalls, “Demography and Dowries: 
Perspectives on Female Infanticide in Classical Greece,” Phoenix 56.3/4 (Autumn - Winter, 2002): 
246-254. 
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(to verify citizenship of the bride’s father for lineage purposes). It was in these 
rituals that men became connected to their sons, and publicly affirmed their socially 
constructed citizen Greek masculinity. 
The need for such affirmations of male lineage would have been obvious in 
ancient times: biological parentage—by the father—was unverifiable. For this 
reason, lineage could not depend upon blood ties alone. Instead, sacrificial 
participation constituted and affirmed such ties.275 Just as sexuality was socially 
constructed through sex acts, so masculinity and lineage could be socially 
constructed through sacrifice. Sacrifice, therefore, could also serve to reinforce 
social constructions of sexuality. “The significant forms of Greek life were always 
organized by agnation and the criterion for membership was not birth but 
sacrifice.”276 Not only were sacrificial slaughters typically performed by men, 
making sacrifice a suitable context within which to affirm a son, but such ritual 
actions could be witnessed and verified, most importantly, by other men, making 
them useful for establishing ancestry within a patriarchal social context.277  
                                                        
275 Jay, Throughout Your Generations Forever, 36: “When the crucial intergenerational link is 
between father and son, for which birth by itself cannot provide sure evidence, sacrificing may be 
considered essential for the continuity of the social order. What is needed to provide clear evidence 
of social and religious paternity is an act as definite and available to the senses as birth. When 
membership in patrilineal descent groups is identified by rights of participation in blood sacrifice, 
evidence of ‘paternity’ is created which is as certain as evidence of maternity, but far more flexible.”  
  
276 Stowers, “Greeks Who Sacrifice,” 311.  
 
277 The issue of whether or not women actually served as sacrificer is debatable. See brief 
discussion in: Robin Osborne, “Women and Sacrifice in Classical Greece,” The Classical Quarterly 43.2 
(1993): 403, fn. 51. 
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Beyond the major patrilineal rituals of Amphidromia or Apatouria, there was 
also the multitude of everyday, common sacrificial rituals, which appear to have also 
been dominated by men. By bringing his male descendants into the right of sacrifice, 
formally and informally, again and again, a man could assert control over his lineage 
in a continuous way. “Sentiments like Aeschylus’s line (Eum. 658) that the mother is 
not the child’s parent but only the nurse of the man’s seed reflect both ancient 
biology and the social reality effected by sacrificial practice.”278 And such sentiments 
were reinscribed through sacrificial practice, daily and annually, both privately and 
publicly, at times of celebration and in times of need.  Each time, what was already 
socially constructed was reasserted through ritualization: the dominance of men. 
Sacrifice actually caused what it signified. Sacrifices at the hearth, of the 
phratry and deme actually caused membership in an all-male line of descent 
through which the initiate received property, power, and status, including 
citizenship. Pollution and expiatory sacrifices actually caused a separation of 
women from men. Communion sacrifice actually effected membership and 
bonds of community in hierarchically ranked groups, both identifying and 
constituting the group. Moreover, sacrifice inscribed these patterns of society 
and culture in the body. Such meanings and effects occurred through and 
with the habitual pleasures of eating, drinking, and fellowship, creating deep 
patterns of emotion, rationality, and other dispositions.279 
 
Recalling Catherine Bell’s theory of ritualization, the perpetual practice of patriarchy 
in sacrificial rites informs not only the body but also the mind. In turn, male 
dominance of sacrificial ritual seems a natural order, though socially constructed.  
 
                                                        
278 Stowers, “Greeks Who Sacrifice,” 316. 
 
279 Ibid., 328.  
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Sacrifice and Women 
 
Straightforward Argument: Women as Excluded 
The one threat to this socially constructed order, was, in a way, women.280  
According to much of recent scholarship, made popular by Marcel Detienne, women 
were excluded from sacrificial ritual just as they were excluded from political and 
social life.281 “Just as women are without the political rights reserved for male 
citizens, they are kept apart from the altars, meat, and blood.”282 Detienne arrives at 
this conclusion not only through archaeological and literary evidence but through 
his perception of gender’s larger role in Greco-Roman society. “At a sacrifice, 
particularly a blood sacrifice, women cannot function as full adults. It is precluded 
by the reciprocity established in the city between a meat-eating diet and political 
practice.”283 As James Rives succinctly puts it when describing Roman religion, 
which was intimately linked to civic and political life, “Men were assumed to be 
naturally superior to women, and women were consequently barred from active 
                                                        
280 Tal Ilan puts it well: “The sources, which we have argued look at the world from a 
decidedly male point of view, speak of a man’s need for a wife and of the problems this dependency 
causes.” Jewish Women in Greco-Roman Palestine (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson Publishers, Inc., 
1996), 57.  
 
281 Marcel Detienne, “The Violence of Wellborn Ladies: Woman in the Thesmophoria,” in The 
Cuisine of Sacrifice, eds. M. Detienne and J.-P. Vernant (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), 
129-47. Also see: John Scheid, “The Religious Roles of Roman Women,” in A History of Women. 
Especially 379: “Women (along with foreigners and prisoners) were forbidden to participate in 
sacrificial rituals. . . . they were excluded from sacrifice, or at any rate from key moments in the 
sacrificial ritual.” 
 
282 Detienne, “The Violence of Wellborn Ladies,” 131.  
 
283 Ibid., 132.  
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participation in political life and even to some extent restricted in the management 
of their own affairs.”284 Detienne’s theory of women’s exclusion from sacrificial 
ritual has become widely adopted in scholarship of the ancient Greco-Roman world. 
Louise Bruit Zaidman continues this popular viewpoint by stating, “Women were 
excluded from blood sacrifice and the subsequent division of the meat of the 
sacrificial animal. But blood sacrifice was central to Greek religion; because it made 
visible the accord between gods and men and renewed the bonds of human 
community, it was the foundation on which political life was based.”285 Religion was 
not a separate part of life for the ancients. Rather, religion was a reflection of the 
world. “The divine was not merely an abstract idea or something thought to exist 
‘out there,’ but something deeply and intimately bound up with people’s experience 
of the world.”286 Therefore, to imagine that religious understandings and mores of 
the ancient world were related and even interwoven with political and social 
understandings and mores is not difficult. To conclude that the religious world 
functioned in a patriarchal manner that was more favorable to men, just as the 
social and political world, is easily substantiated by epigraphical and textual 
evidence.  
                                                        
284 James B. Rives, Religion in the Roman Empire (Malden, Mass.: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), 
106.  
 
285 Louise Bruit Zaidman, “Pandora’s daughters and rituals in Grecian cities,” in A History of 
Women, 338-9.  
 
286 Rives, Religion in the Roman Empire, 89.  
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Such evidence then leads to an interpretation of sacrifice as a reassertion of 
patriarchal domination. Therefore, in claiming the exclusive right to perform blood 
sacrifice, men also held exclusive control over one of society’s greatest tools: ritual.  
For a man not to regain his ascendancy through such social constructions of 
sexuality would have meant the end of patriarchal society.287 But society 
constructed sacrifice to be the man’s role, and man’s right to sacrifice affirmed this 
socially constructed order. Sacrificial ritual, then, was no small matter in the social 
construction of men and related definitions of male sexuality.  Stanley Stowers, 
historian of early Christianity, explains, “Sacrificial men assured their immortality 
by creating an eternal line of fathers and sons going back to the gods, the image of 
the man passed on forever. . . . If the society were allowed to recognize descent 
through [the woman], then the man’s line would be destroyed.”288  The relationship 
between the free man and his descendants was the basis of the social order: a 
connection between those who were fully male. Therefore, sacrificial roles would 
often serve to reinforce the seemingly “natural” hierarchy of sexuality (male as 
superior to not fully male). “The cultural paradigm of masculinity and femininity 
had to be supported by demonstrating that typical male or female observable 
characteristics (both genitalia and the less constant differences of body shape and 
                                                        
287 “A/Not-A dichotomies, allowing no continuity between terms, and no alternatives to 
them, ar found nowhere in nature. . . . They are social creations, not supported by an natural order, 
and as such, continual work is required to maintain them. Sacrifice is one way of doing this work, 
creating not just logical structures, but social order.” Jay, Throughout your Generations Forever, 21.  
 
288 Stowers, “Greeks Who Sacrifice,” 332. 
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behavior) were evidence of a more perfectly male or female invisible nature 
(physis).”289 Sacrifice was one of the practices that served to reinscribe the perfect, 
or natural, role of dominant male sexuality.  
By contrast, giving birth was perceived as an atmosphere of uncertainty, 
uncontrollable blood, possible human death, and the unknown feminine.290 Men’s 
realm was allegedly an atmosphere of certainty, controlled blood, certain animal 
death, and the known.291  Thus animal sacrifice secured male domination and male 
lineage through strict rules and regulations. “As in the medical texts, so also in 
sacrifice, men alone own and control the creative and generative use of blood. Only 
men could collect the blood and pour it over the altar to the gods.”292 Sacrifice was 
simply reflective of the natural order of biology as understood in antiquity:  
 
 
 
                                                        
289 Lesley Dean-Jones, “The Cultural Construct of the Female Body in Classical Greek Science” 
in Women’s History and Ancient History, ed. Sarah B. Pomeroy (Chapel Hill: The University of North 
Carolina Press, 1991), 112.   
 
290 Jay, Throughout Your Generations Forever, 29: “Among the Greeks, the pollution of 
childbirth and that of death were closely associated; both were consequences of Zeus’s disastrous gift 
of the first woman.”   
 
291 “The practice of blood sacrifice has an extraordinary, worldwide distribution. . . . Some of 
the most prominent of these features are gender-related, such as an opposition between sacrificial 
purity and the pollution of childbirth, and a rule that only males may perform sacrificial ritual. In the 
polarity between blood sacrifice and childbirth, killing receives a positive value and giving birth a 
negative value.” Nancy Jay, “Sacrifice as Remedy for Having Been Born of Woman,” in Women, Gender, 
Religion: A Reader, ed. Elizabeth A. Castelli (New York: Palgrave, 2001), 174. 
 
292 Stowers, “Greeks Who Sacrifice,” 303. “Unlike childbirth, sacrificial killing is deliberate, 
purposeful, ‘rational’ action, under perfect control.” Jay, “Sacrifice as Remedy,” 182. 
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Women could be priests in certain cults, but with one requirement essential 
to the religion: the woman must not be a childbearer. Thus maidens, women 
past childbearing age, or sexually abstinent women served in temples. 
Women never performed the actual killing, carving, and distribution. . . . Only 
by virtue of attachment to husbands did wives possess any rights. Each 
sacrifice reinforced this “pattern of nature.”293 
 
Yet the very thing about their bodies that made them seem weak and inferior was 
the same thing that elevated them from their typical exclusion to participation in 
certain rituals—their connectedness to fertility.294 As I will explore below, a 
woman’s status of wife or mother (both roles irrevocably tied to reproduction) 
could privilege her to ritual participation.295 Women’s bodies were seen as 
connected to not only their own fertility, but as resembling the fertility of the earth. 
This fertility connection was perceived to make women more “receptive” to 
communion with the divinities.296 The difficulty, however, in recreating women’s 
roles and reconstructing their agency within typical rituals is that the evidence left 
to scholarship is from men’s perspective. “Only those women’s utterances that were 
                                                        
293 Stowers, “Greeks Who Sacrifice,” 327.  
 
294 Goff, Citizen Bacchae, 1.  
 
295 Detienne, “The Violence of Wellborn Ladies,” 129: “In the cult of Demeter Thesmophorus, 
who is often called Legislatrix—she who gives the city its laws—can be seen the contradictions 
within a society and system of thought that deliberately relegates the female sex to the periphery of 
the politico-religious space but finds itself led, by certain limitations inherent in its own values, to 
give women a determining role in the reproduction of the entire system.” 
 
296 Goff discusses the connection between women and fertility, leading to their greater 
activity in ritual. “Since women were often seen as associated with fertility, they, rather than men, 
appeared to be the appropriate practitioners of many rituals connected to the agricultural year. 
Women were also considered especially permeable to the influence of the nonhuman. . . . Women’s 
activity in the sphere of ritual was thus determined not only by their own decisions but also by the 
models of female identity available within Greek culture.” Citizen Bacchae, 3.  
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acceptable to male-dominated culture would in any case have been allowed 
publicity.”297 According to these scholars, women were wholly excluded from 
sacrificial ritual on the basis of their female sexuality, with few exceptions except 
where their fertility, or connection to reproduction, was given priority. 
 
Complex Argument: Women as Excluded 
 
However, this view of sacrifice, informed by the work of Detienne, is not the 
only scholarly response to the question of women’s involvement in sacrifice.298 
Other evidence indicates that sacrificial ritual may not have espoused gender rules 
as clearly as some scholars have suggested.  Robin Osborne challenges this more 
dominant viewpoint by checking it against epigraphic evidence that tells another 
story of women in sacrifice. Osborne admits, “In the corpus of sacred laws, cases of 
specific exclusion of women are much more numerous than specific inclusions,” and 
continues, “It is important to note that women are treated differently from men in a 
number of ways even in the case of cults from which they are not expressly 
excluded.” 299 Yet, examining evidence from sacrifices to Athena Apotropaia, Zeus 
Apotropaios and Zeus Amalos on Lindos, Poseidon Phukios on Mykonos, Anakeion 
                                                        
297 Ibid., 3. Referencing Ross Kraemer, Her Share of the Blessings (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1992), 10.  
 
298 John Scheid, who begins his chapter by stating that women were excluded from sacrifice, 
concludes that Plutarch knew of exceptions to this prohibition. “These exceptions all related to public 
religious life, where certain sacerdotal and sacrificial positions were held by women.” John Scheid, 
“The Religious Roles of Roman Women.” 
 
299 Osborne, “Women and Sacrifice,” 397 and 398. 
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in Elataia, Herkles in Thasos, Zeus Hypatos on Paros, the cults of Herakles, and 
Egyptian cults on Delos, Osborne reaches a different conclusion than her colleagues. 
“Far from being highly ‘political’, the cults from which women are expressly 
excluded seem more often to be marginal to the city.”300 For example, in the cult of 
Artemis Pergaia at Halikarnassos, there are specific instructions including the 
priestess and the wife of the prytaneis among those receiving shares of the victim, 
indicating that, otherwise, they would be excluded.301 Osborne concludes, “women 
were not as a rule excluded from sacrificial meat.”302 Why, then, does it appear that 
most sacrificial activity was done and participated in by men? Because “sacrifices 
manifest the existence of groups which share a cult, and a city without such groups 
is unthinkable.”303 As James Rives describes it, “in the Graeco-Roman world people . . 
. viewed themselves above all as members of groups.”304 And most cult groups were, 
simply, male. “As a result, there will have been many sacrificial victims in which 
women had no share, because they had no part in the group which made the 
sacrifice, but they will not have been excluded from partaking in the sacrificial 
                                                        
300 Ibid., 397-403, specifically at 403. 
  
301 Ibid., 399. 
 
302 Ibid., 403. Osborne notes that women are not often shown on pottery depicting sacrifice, 
but that this may be less representative of actual practice and more of visual ideology. However, 
Osborne notes, “a fragment showing a woman wielding a knife about to sacrifice a goat has recently 
been published from German excavations in Athens of what was apparently a brothel.” Pg, 403, fn. 
51. 
 
303 Ibid., 404.   
 
304 Rives, Religion in the Roman Empire, 105.  
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victim because it was a sacrificial victim.”305 Osborne, then, offers an important 
calibration to our understanding of women and sacrifice. It is not so much that 
women were always excluded from sacrifice, but that women were at times 
excluded from cultic groups—probably based upon social constructions of sexuality 
and its accompanying social privilege to some and denial to others—and therefore 
excluded from those cultic sacrificial rituals. “Sacrifice of animals and offerings of 
natural products gave hope of control of the rest of nature, but it was participation 
in sacrifice, in a capacity other than that of victim, that secured women’s place, as it 
secured man’s place, in the cosmic order of things.”306 Sacrifice, therefore, should 
not be looked upon as solely a male activity. Much of our evidence indicates that 
women indeed participated.307 However, most sacrificial activity occurred via 
groups, also known as cults, and most cults were male.308 But, for all who did 
participate, sacrifice played a significant role in ordering the cosmos. 
Returning to Bell’s theory of negotiation in ritualization, let us turn, then, to 
those groups in which women participated and their rituals. By means of the 
                                                        
305 Osborne, “Women and Sacrifice,” 404.  
 
306 Ibid., 405.  
 
307 “Even if a man was ‘in charge’ of a given festival, the women of the city would be 
involved.” Lynn R. LiDonnici, “Women’s Religions and Religious Lives in the Greco-Roman City” in 
Women and Christian Origins, eds. Ross Shepard Kraemer and Mary Rose D’Angelo (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1999), 86.  
 
308 Although discussing Jewish sacrifice, William Gilders points out that “sacrifice was 
something Jews and non-Jews in the ancient Mediterranean world had in common.” This is because 
in that “cultural world . . . most cults were sacrificial.” From “Jewish Sacrifice, Its Nature and Function 
(According to Philo)” in Ancient Mediterranean Sacrifice, 161. 
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evidence we have of such women, we can ponder their negotiation of the social and 
political systems that were enacted in religious ritual. What ambiguities did these 
women negotiate in order to forge their own interpretations and agency?  How did 
these women exert influence upon ritual? In order to answer these questions, I will 
explore women from three different ritual sites in the ancient Greco-Roman world, 
before turning to the ancient Judean sacrificial rituals as practiced during the period 
of the Herodian Temple and the women of that context. The sites from the Greco-
Roman world represent three significant roles available for women in the ancient 
world: as wife, as mother, and as prophetess (or pythia).  By exploring women’s 
activities of sacrificial ritual in these three capacities—as wife, mother, or 
prestigious pythia—we can see the different ways in which women negotiated the 
“male” practice of sacrificial ritual. Then, I will explore ancient Judean ritual, and 
turn also to Judean women. The women of ancient Judea are significant for this 
study as early Christianity emerged not only within the context of the Greco-Roman 
world, but more specifically under the religious umbrella of Jewish tradition. Early 
Christians continued in their Jewish rituals and traditions throughout the first 
century and beyond, which means that as Christianity was evolving and emerging as 
its own tradition, it was informed and influenced by Jewish participants, including 
women. By spending some time pondering women in such authentic “early Christian 
origins,” questions of salvation for feminist scholars might be reframed. The answer 
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to such questions, then, will not lie in the search for egalitarian origins, but in the 
lives of women negotiating ritual power, ritualization, and ritual ambiguity. 
 
Women and Greco-Roman Sacrificial Ritual 
 
Thesmophoria 
In antiquity, marriage was a crucial social step in the life of a young woman 
born into a free, citizen family. “The women of antiquity—not only Greeks and 
Romans but also Jews—were destined to marry and become mothers.”309 Marriage 
was not merely destiny, however; marriage was nearly the point of existence for 
most free women of the ancient world. “Up to age seven the upbringing of boys and 
girls was quite similar. From that point on, however, a girl’s life was defined entirely 
by her future role as wife and mother.”310 Marriage, and becoming a wife, therefore 
was of key significance in a citizen woman’s life. Marriage was the key transition of 
her life. And motherhood was the expected outcome of that transition. Central to 
acting out the role of citizen wife, in addition to producing heirs for her citizen 
husband, was her participation in the Thesmophoria. This was the cult of Demeter, 
goddess of the earth, seasons, and the harvest, and her daughter Kore (also known 
as Persephone), who became goddess of the Underworld after being captured by 
Hades. Although Zeus’ intervention facilitated Kore’s return to Demeter, Kore 
nonetheless had to abide with Hades for some months of the year. The three day 
                                                        
309 Rousselle, “Body Politics,” 302.  
 
310 Zaidman, “Pandora’s Daughters,” 340.  
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gathering of the Themophorions, sometime around late October, commemorated 
the three months of the year when Demeter laid aside her role as goddess of the 
harvest and instead mourned Kore’s return to the Underworld.311 In solidarity and 
deference to Demeter’s motherly grief as well as her power over the crops, women 
would fast, sacrifice, and create a seed mixture for planting, all in anticipated thanks 
for both future offspring and future harvest.312  
Women gathered throughout the Mediterranean and Aegean for these 
women-only festivals, making the Thesmophoria “the most widespread cult in Greek 
religion.”313 The women-only gathering closely paralleled the typically male realm of 
politics and sacrifice with its right to organize, function independently, and perform 
sacrificial ritual.314 Significantly, the three-day festival exclusively involved the 
                                                        
311 Angeliki Tzanetou, “Something to do with Demeter: Ritual and Performance in 
Aristophanes’ Women at the Thesmophoria,” American Journal of Philology 123.3 (Fall 2002): 329-67, 
especially at 331. 
 
 312 H. S. Versnel, “The Festival for Bona Dea and the Thesmophoria,” Greece & Rome 39.1 (Apr 
1992): 31-55, especially 34.  
 
 313 Ibid., 34: “The Thesmophoria, the most widespread Greek festival and the principle cult 
for Demeter(and Kore), was held in autumn- in Athens (and a few other places) on the eleventh, 
twelfth, and thirteenth day of Pyanopsion- just before the sowing season.Though the evidence is not 
free of contradictions there is reason enough to assume that the three-day festival was reserved for 
married women, probably more especially women of the upper classes under the direction of two 
female officials, the Archousai.” 
 Lucia Nixon, “The cults of Demeter and Kore” in Women in Antiquity, Richard Hawley and 
Barbara Levick, eds. (New York: Routledge, 1995), 76. “Literary sources indicate that 
thesmophorions, or temples of Demeter Thesmophoros, existed in many cities, including Aegina, 
Phlius, Paros, and Ephesus. Archaeological excavation has turned up other in Corinth, Thasos, 
Knossos, and Cyrene.” Zaidman, “Pandora’s Daughters,” 350. 
 
314 “In the Thesmophoria women left men behind at home during their three-day sojourn. 
The exclusive admission of citizen-wives at the festival and the election of official magistrates offered 
a rare opportunity to envision women—who otherwise lacked a political share in the city—as 
members of a religio-political association.” Tzanetou, “Something to do with Demeter,” 331. 
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“legitimate wives of citizens.”315 At least in Athenian law, participation in the 
Thesmophoria could affirm or deny testimony about a woman’s citizenship status. If 
a women’s legitimacy in relation to a citizen man was in question (or, rather, the 
legitimate citizenship of her sons), her lack of participation in the women-only cult 
could confirm such an accusation.316 As well, the legitimacy of a woman’s marriage 
to a citizen man was not only affirmed through the wedding feast, but also by her 
subsequent participation in the Thesmophoria.317 “Demeter Thesmophorus recruits 
her faithful from among the elements of the female population who are connected 
most intimately with the affairs of the city, by birth and by marriage. These are the 
‘Wellborn Ladies’ (eugeneis) of good lineage and excellent upbringing.”318 
Therefore, even though the women-only cult of Thesmophoria would have 
represented an alternative “city of women,” the women’s association remained 
relative to the men of their lives (namely, their husbands), making patriarchal 
dominance out of sight but possibly never out of mind.319  
                                                        
315 LiDonnici, “Women’s Religions,” 95. Also see: Versnel, “The Festival for Bona Dea and the 
Thesmophoria,” 37. 
 
316 Isaios 3.80. See: Goff, Citizen Bacchae, 205.  
 
317 Isaios 8.19-20. See: Goff, Citizen Bacchae, 205. Also see: Zaidman, “Pandora’s Daughters,” 
352. “Indeed, participation in the Thesmophoria was accepted as legal proof of legitimate marriage.” 
 
318 Detienne, “The Violence of Wellborn Ladies,” 137.  
 
319 Most authors who have written on the Thesmophoria refer to the cult and festival as a 
“city of women.” I could not determine the original source of this phrase, but it appears to be a term 
of common usage. See: Goff, Citizen Bacchae, 205. Regarding its abiding patriarchal dominance, it was 
the husbands who financed the festival. However, it was nonetheless considered a political 
association for women. See: Tzanetou, “Something to do with Demeter,” and Versnel, “The Festival 
for Bona Dea and the Thesmophoria.” 
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For the men, too, maybe the women were out of sight, but they were never 
out of mind:  
Both ancient and modern discussions of this crucial cult convey considerable 
anxiety about it, from Aristophanes’ play to Detienne (contradictions 
between women as simultaneously marginal reproducers and central 
religious celebrants), Zeitlin (women correlate negatively with disorder) and 
Winkler (despite their central role in the Thesmophoria and other cults, 
women can express themselves only indirectly and covertly; there is at best 
the ‘possibility of a different consciousness’).320 
 
The location of the Demeter Temple, and of the Thesmophoria, in relation to each 
city might be indicative of an uneasy relationship between the women-only cult and 
its city.321 For many cities, the Demeter and Kore Temple was located outside of the 
city, above or beyond city limits. At Plataia in Boeotia and at Pellene in Achaia, the 
temple is located well outside the city walls, plus four in outlying areas around 
Hermione, and one at Thasos; at Smyrna and Paros, it is in front of the city; and at 
Priene, the temple is located above the city.322 However, there is also evidence of the 
                                                        
320  Nixon, “The cults of Demeter and Kore,” 76.  
  
321 “For example, Winkler (1990, 188–209) formulated a daring thesis, that the women may 
have celebrated their sexual and procreative superiority to men through mockery of male genitalia as 
inferior to those of women. . . . Lucia Nixon (1995, 75–96) suggests the possibility of a dichotomy 
between men’s and women’s perception of the festival. For men, the emphasis was on the production 
of citizens. For women, on the other hand, the presence of anaphrodisiac plants may have suggested 
the power to control their own fertility with reference to a mythical model of Demeter and 
Persephone that commemorated the strong relationship between mother and daughter even after 
marriage.” Tzanetou, “Something to do with Demeter,” 335. See: John J. Winkler, The Constraints of 
Desire : The Anthropology of Sex and Gender in Ancient Greece (New York: Routledge, 1990) and Lucia 
Nixon, “The cults of Demeter and Kore” in Women in Antiquity, Richard Hawley and Barbara Levick, 
eds. (New York: Routledge, 1995). 
 
322 Pausanias 9.4.2, 2.35.4, 7.27.9–10; CIG 3194; Herodotus 6.134; Claude Rolley, “Le 
sanctuaire des dieux patrooi et le thesmophorion de Thasos,” BCH 85 (1965): 1965. See: Goff, Citizen 
Bacchae, 207–8. Additionally, my own experience at Priene, of hiking up the side of Mt. Mycayle to 
154 
 
 
temple being located within the city limits. The temple in Hermione is located within 
the city limits, and the temple at Corinth is “within the bounds of the city but 
removed from the center.”323 In Megara, the women’s reenactment of Demeter’s 
search for Persephone occurs near the prytany—or citizen council—building.324 Our 
conclusion about the relationship of the women-only temple to the male dominated 
city is, again, one of anxiety. “Whether they are outside the walls or vying with 
masculine establishments for the center of the city, the locations of Thesmophoric 
sites can be seen to elaborate an uneasy relation to civic space.”325 
Despite any possible apprehension, the women-only cult of Demeter, and the 
festival of the Thesmophoria, was of crucial importance for the city’s health and 
well-being. During their days of gathering, these privileged women would practice 
sacrifice and ritual to ensure the yield of a harvest and the production of children 
(i.e., sons or future citizens), both (food and male citizens) essential to the survival 
                                                                                                                                                                     
the Temple of Demeter, included the perception of leaving the city, working through an uphill hike to 
transcend the city and reach the sanctuary. 
 
323 Goff, Citizen Bacchae, 208. Quoting Nancy Bookidis, “Ritual Dining at Corinth,” in Greek 
Sanctuaries: New Approaches, eds. Nanno Marinatos and Robin Hagg (New York: Routledge, 1993), 
45.  
 
324 Pausanias 1.43.2. A prytany was the period during which the prytaneis, or the executives 
of the boule (the citizens council), ran the senate. 
 
325 Goff, Citizen Bacchae, 208.  The prytany building, then, is a key “legislative” office. 
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of the city.326 Yet, it was women alone who could participate in this cult, so essential 
to their city.  
In the cult of Demeter Thesmophorus, who is often called Legislatrix—she 
who gives the city its laws—can be seen the contradictions within a society 
and system of thought that deliberately relegates the female sex to the 
periphery of the politico-religious space but finds itself led, by certain 
limitations inherent in its own values, to give women a determining role in 
the reproduction of the entire system.327  
 
During the three-day festival, the women would gather for the sacrificial casting of 
pigs into crevices within the earth. The previous year’s pigs would also be retrieved 
for burnt offering.328 A man would be quickly ushered in to perform the actual 
killing of their sacrificial animal, but otherwise, women alone were allowed 
participation in the sacrificial and ritual festivities.329 These women were given the 
task and privilege of ensuring the production of agricultural and human fertility.  
Any social advancement or favor that women may have received through 
their participation in the important festival of Thesmophoria did not come without 
an association to the patriarchal order. “If the Themophoria, of all the women’s 
festivals, claims most explicitly to organize female noncitizens in relation to the 
polity, it is enabled to do so because it also works to produce those women as 
                                                        
 326 Versnel, “The Festival for Bona Dea and the Thesmophoria,” 34. “The third day was called 
Kalligeneia 'Day of Fair Offspring', a name that refers to the concern for bearing fine children. . . . The 
core of this Demeter festival is the concern for the promotion of human and cereal fertility.” 
 
327 Detienne, “The Violence of Wellborn Ladies,” 129.  
 
328 Zaidman, “Pandora’s Daughters,” 351. 
 
329 Ibid. “One major element of that ritual remained beyond their grasp: they were not 
allowed to deliver the fatal blow. Inscriptions mention the presence of a mageiros who actually 
performed the killing and was at once expelled from the temple.”  
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responsible wives. . . . The Thesmophoria takes with one hand what it gives with the 
other.”330 And yet, the ability of women to control their own festival, and exclude 
men from the cult that was responsible for the city’s future welfare, was not 
insignificant. As ritualization points out, though these women remained excluded 
from full membership within the polis and were qualified to participate only on the 
basis of male-affirmed attributes of marriage and motherhood, the Thesmophoria 
nonetheless offered women a time and space for their own agency in sacrificial 
ritual.331 Indeed, the attempts of men to stifle such religious activities and 
associations by women indicate the significance of these cults for women’s lives.332 
“Men realized that religion was a potential area where women could, and in fact did, 
exercise autonomy. [Their] warnings are attempts to prevent that from happening 
outside the sphere of male control.”333 The continued celebration of the 
                                                        
330 Goff, Citizen Bacchae, 210.  
 
 331 Versnel, “The Festival for Bona Dea and the Thesmophoria,” 37: During these few days 
the women laid off the burden of their normal routine and of their submissiveness to male 
dominance, more especially their obedience to male phallokratia. For once, that they enjoyed 
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we read, ‘You have made women equal in power with men.’” “Women,” 89. Quoting P. Oxy. 1380, 
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332 See: Sterling, “Women,” 90 and fn. 223, 224, quoting from Livy 39.14.4 and CIL I2 581, 
where the Roman Senate restricted women’s rites.  
 
333 Sterling, “Women,” 90.  
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Thesmophoria is a testimony to women’s sacrificial and ritual negotiation.334  
Although it was through the very patriarchal title of wife, women still exerted 
sacrificial agency.335  
Therefore, women’s continued participation in women-only cults and rituals, 
particularly at the Thesmophoria, demonstrates a negotiation of ritual and authority 
by women within a religiously-patriarchal context. The Thesmophoria also helps us 
to realize that early Christianity—often caricatured as innovatively egalitarian—did 
not offer Greco-Roman women ritual agency that was radically different from the 
religious possibilities already known and available to them within other religious 
cults.  However, the Thesmophoria does begin to highlight the negotiation of ritual 
by women in the ancient world. It demonstrates that ancient women took advantage 
of alternative spaces to engage in sacrificial ritual in their own ways which gave the 
women agency and involvement. It points to ancient women who did not remain 
excluded from sacrificial ritual, but instead took leadership and initiative in their 
own sacrificial practices.336 If women negotiated their social participation at the 
                                                        
 334 Versnel, “The Festival of Bona Dea and the Thesmophoria,” 37: “Whereas women, being 
deprived of political rights, were accordingly excluded from altars, blood, and sacrifice, bloody 
sacrifices are on record for the Thesmophoria, both in the descriptions (and archaeological 
remnants) of the ritual and in the myth.” 
 
 335 Tzanetou, “Something to do with Demeter,” 329: “The female characters who inhabit the 
comic stage and protest their portrayal in drama do not aim to redefine their social roles as wives 
and mothers. instead they use the authority of their roles to mount a successful attack against 
Euripides because he undermines these functions.” 
 
 336 Versnel, “The Festival of Bona Dea and the Thesmophoria, 38: “The Thesmophoria, first 
and foremost, is a festival of fertility and a number of its most conscpicuous aspects can be explained 
from this perspective. Secondly, it is also a festival of exception, in some respects even of reversal.”  
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Thesmophoria, which was centered around being a wife, then their social 
negotiation of motherhood is even more apparent at the Artemision. Although 
patriarchal culture dominated in the ritual, festivity, and involvement at the 
Artemision, it still remains one of the best-known examples of women’s agency in 
religious ritual during the first century CE. 
 
Women at the Artemision in Ephesus 
 
The temple of Artemis, known as the Artemision, was one of the seven 
wonders of the ancient world. Not only grand in its size and scale, but powerful in its 
accumulation of wealth and influence, this temple attracted the devotion of the 
people of Asia Minor and the funds of foreign kings, and also served as an inviolable 
asylum for those in need of sanctuary.337 “The worship of Artemis signaled the ‘most 
distinctive source of prestige and revenue’ for Ephesus.”338 Thus, between serving 
as a bank for all of Asia and procuring its own gifts for the goddess, the temple was a 
formidable source of wealth for Ephesus. “An oft-cited passage calls the sanctuary 
the ‘common bank of Asia’ and the ‘refuge of necessity,’ a major attraction of 
                                                        
337 “You know about the Ephesians, of course, and that large sums of money are in their 
hands, some of it belonging to private citizens and deposited in the temple of Artemis, not alone 
money of the Ephesians but also of aliens and of persons from all parts of the world, and in some 
cases of commonwealths and kings. . . .” Dio Chrysostom 31.54-55 (LCL; trans. J. W. Cohoon and H. 
Lamar Crosby, eds.; 5 vols (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univesrity Press, 1940), 3. I originally found 
this citation in: Christine Thomas, “At Home in the City of Artemis,” in Ephesos: Metropolis of Asia: An 
Interdisciplinary Approach to its Archaeology, Religion, and Culture, ed. Helmut Koester (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1995), 100.  
 
338 Sharon Hodgin Gritz, Paul, Women Teachers, and the Mother Goddess at Ephesus: A Study 
of 1 Timothy 2:9-15 in Light of The Religious and Cultural Milieu of The First Century (New York: 
University Press of America, 1991), 13.  Citing from Floyd V. Filson, “Ephesus and the New 
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Ephesos, and the backbone of the trade of this harbor city.”339 This aura of reverence 
even included the temple being spared during invasion.340  Such a status also 
generated power for the cult personnel, which would come to be perceived as a 
threat by the Romans during the imperial period. Indeed, under the Hellenistic king 
Lysimachos, the city center was moved to the opposite side of Panayirdağ (Mount 
Pion), away from the Artemision.341 In this move, the king attempted to extract 
some of the power from the dominating temple, along with its cult personnel, and 
reappropriate that power toward the growing imperial cult in Ephesus.342 However, 
the Artemision, with its mammoth size, Ephesian goddess, and processions along 
the sacred way, continued in function and importance for the city of Ephesus, itself a 
premier metropolis of Asia. 
 The processions along the Via Sacra were opportunities to reinscribe identity 
within the city and for its citizens. These processions, which benefited not only the 
cult of Artemis, but, under Roman rule, also the imperial cult by passing by the 
Temple of Domitian and other imperial sponsored sites, were an often and 
                                                        
339 Christine Thomas, “At Home in the City of Artemis,” in Ephesos: Metropolis of Asia: An 
Interdisciplinary Approach to its Archaeology, Religion, and Culture, ed. Helmut Koester (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1995), 98. Thomas goes on to reiterate : “The image of Ephesos as a 
place of sanctuary, of asylum, is as common in works of fiction as it is in works of history,” (100). 
 
340 “A number of stories also circulated about how conquerors of the city itself would spare 
the temple out of piety toward the goddess.” Thomas, “At Home,” 99. 
 
341 Peter Scherrer, “The City of Ephesos: From the Roman Period to Late Antiquity,” in 
Ephesos: Metropolis of Asia: An Interdisciplinary Approach to its Archaeology, Religion, and Culture, ed. 
Helmut Koester (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1995), 3.  
 
342 Dieter Knibbe, “Via Sacra Ephesiaca: New Aspects of the Cult of Artemis Ephesia,” in 
Ephesos: Metropolis of Asia: An Interdisciplinary Approach to its Archaeology, Religion, and Culture, ed. 
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significant occurrence in the life of the city. As Dieter Knibbe asserts, “Not every 
goddess had processions.”343 Although scholars are not yet able to know many 
details about the processions, three different processions are known. First, there 
were processions, presumably at night, around Panayirdağ during the holy month of 
Artemis.344 This procession included the carrying of the Artemis Ephesia statue, 
sacrifice at various altars along the route, and an accompaniment of worshipers, 
followed by a common meal.345 The second procession included a journey to 
Ortygia, the celebrated birthplace of Artemis. And the third procession involved a 
journey to the Artemision, in celebration of hunting and Artemis the Huntress.346 
Thus, Artemis, her temple, and the processions through the city were all associated 
with political power, even when the Roman rulers relocated the city itself to the 
other side of Panayirdağ, away from the Artemision. This tenuous balance, between 
the political power of the Empire and the religious power of Artemis (though the 
political and the religious were hardly distinguishable in the ancient world), was 
very likely a cause behind the building of the significant and geographically 
dominating Temple of the Sebastoi. This temple was located upon an impressive 
hillside, immediately visible to any procession upon its entrance into the upper city 
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344 Ibid. “Because of the nocturnal character of Artemis it can be assumed that these 
processions took place during the night; this is corroborated through coins which depicted Artemis 
with a torch.”  
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gate of Ephesus.347 Within this temple stood a larger than life statue of Titus, 
enormous in size and certainly awe-inspiring. Although mere speculation, this 
imposing and remarkable reminder of the imperial cult would likely have 
contributed to the importance of any procession of Artemis, making the two cults 
entangled in the hearts and minds of the citizens.  
This entanglement of geography, ritual, and civic emotion placed the power 
of Artemis, the Artemision, and her cult personnel in a negotiated relationship to the 
Empire.  As LiDonicci explains: 
The goddess of Ephesus acted in the realm of history as a potent symbol 
whose involvement with people and events may reflect attempts to 
understand new and shifting political realities. A major Ephesian 
processional festival in the Greco-Roman period structured its route so as to 
encompass a series of monuments that recapitulated city's history and joined 
it to the history of the goddess.348  
 
Indeed, connecting new powers and new political entities to the dominance of the 
Artemision—and yet separating those powers from the goddess’ cult—was of 
essential importance to the ongoing history of the city. The Artemision had 
represented the city’s ruling powers, before the rule of the Roman Sebastoi. 
Therefore, connection to the Artemision, but also separation from the Artemision, 
was necessary.  
In addition to her central role in the city and in the lives of its citizens, 
Artemis of Ephesus was also involved in guaranteeing the fertility of her people. 
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348 Lynn R. LiDonnici, “The Images of Artemis Ephesia and Greco-Roman Worship: A 
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162 
 
 
Although Artemis cannot was thought to guarantee and protect more than fertility, 
she was nonetheless critically involved in women’s lives. For a woman’s transition 
from a parthenos (an umarried or virgin girl) to a gyne (wife or mother), Artemis 
gave either grace or hardship.349 Certainly, women’s primary role in society—
reproduction—was of keen interest to men, and therefore controlled by men 
through the institution of marriage.350 For this reason, the role of Artemis in 
safeguarding a woman through her reproductive transitions could be interpreted as 
a tremendously patriarchal function of the goddess. However, with many women 
perishing in childbirth, the health and safety of a woman’s life was ultimately in the 
hands of Artemis and was an obvious concern of women as well.351 This made 
Artemis “a goddess associated in particular with young women and biological 
maturation.”352 As a result of this crucial favor needed from Artemis, women were 
charged with fulfilling rituals, offerings, and dedications at the temple before or 
after their most significant life events, including menarche, marriage, and birth.  
 
 
 
                                                        
349 Helen King, “Bound to Bleed: Artemis and Greek Women,” in Images of Women in 
Antiquity, eds. Averil Cameron and Amelie Kuhrt (London: Croom Helm, 1983), 111–3.  
 
350 Ibid., 111. “Marriage, in Greek society, is under male control, being arranged between 
oikos heads.”  
 
351 “Homer describes Artemis as a ‘lion to women’, because the goddess could strike a 
woman in labour with death (Hom, Il. 21.483).” Susan Guettel Cole, “Domesticating Artemis,” in The 
Sacred and the Feminine in Ancient Greece, eds. Sue Blundell and Margaret Williamson (London: 
Routledge, 1998), 34. 
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Service to the goddess required a cycle of rituals celebrated at each state of 
the female maturation process: before puberty, before marriage, between 
marriage and first pregnancy, during pregnancy, at time of childbirth, and for 
mothers, at important stages in their own children’s developmental cycle. No 
single ceremony, however, stood out as more important than others.353  
 
Because reproduction was a necessary and destined fruition of marriage, women 
needed the grace of Artemis, and not only to receive grace for conception and birth, 
but also for the continuation of the life of the child. Just as marriage and motherhood 
were central themes that drove a woman’s life in antiquity, so Artemis was a crucial 
figure throughout a woman’s life. 
This constant connection to Artemis highlighted the significance and 
importance of women in the life of a city. Securing the favor of Artemis for the literal  
perpetuation of the city rested upon women. “Epigraphical evidence . . . 
demonstrates the centrality of women’s religious role and the crucial part played by 
their offerings in securing the wellbeing and survival of the polis, most notably 
during periods of external challenge.”354 Therefore, the role of women in the life of 
the city of Ephesus, and in the function of the cult of Artemis, was significant, 
demonstrating an ambiguity between male controlled ritual power in this ancient 
metropolis and women’s negotiation of that ritual power to assert their own agency 
for the well being of everyone. 
 Religious participation was an expected part of social life. Women and young 
girls were not only required to participate equally; they were often required to 
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attend and perform in festivities and rituals, regardless of the location or potential 
isolation from the city.355 Such was the situation in Ephesus, where the Roman city 
was separated from the Artemision by Mt. Panayirdağ. However, this situation of 
risk and vulnerability through separation of the women from the city reflected the 
mutually beneficial arrangement of worshipping Artemis: those who were trusted 
would be protected by the goddess. “The primary function of Artemis Ephesia was 
the protection and sustenance the city of Ephesus and the people in it.”356 However, 
those who were not trustworthy could endanger the entire polis.357 Whether by 
plague, invasion, or any other civic disaster (such as miscarriages), the absence of 
the protecting hand of Artemis meant bad news for everyone. Pausanias described 
the rage of Artemis against the city of Patrai, after a priestess violated the code of 
sexual purity in the temple, writing, “The earth no longer bore fruit and fatal 
diseases began to wear away the population.”358 Ultimately, the community’s 
welfare fell to its young women. Obedient (chaste) parthenoi who became fruitful 
gynai meant a safe, prosperous, and secure city for everyone. Disobedient and 
unchaste women meant vulnerability for the already-uncertain ancient world. 
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“Female unreliability was represented as a threat to the entire community.”359  
Therefore, it was the Ephesian women who held a surprising power within 
the vastly dominating patriarchal system associated with the Artemision. “Service to 
the goddess represented the success of the community because success of the 
community was measured in terms of the reproductive capacity of its women and 
by the health of its children.”360 But the health and survival of child and mother 
were not only important to the polis for the immediate impact of population and 
survival that they represented. The survival of both was also believed to impact the 
survivals of others. Johnston says it well: 
The interest of the polis was the reproduction of the family, the basic unit of 
the polis itself. A barren woman was a liability, but a woman who died too 
soon, as parthenos, as nymphe [bride], or in childbirth itself, could be a 
greater potential liability to the community than a barren woman who lived 
out her life. Without children, females who died too soon were doomed to 
roam as aoroi, the untimely dead. Those who died as a result of reproductive 
crises would have been a threat to infants and mothers of other families, like 
the well-known frightening spirits Mormo, Gello and Lamia, believed 
responsible for the sudden death of new babies, little children and new 
mothers.361 
 
Although ancient evidence reveals a belief that women were an inferior gender, 
women’s role at the Artemision also reveals that they held a significant position 
within the polis. By their inherent association with Artemis, and the reproductive 
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life of the city, women negotiated participation in religious ritual and were centrally 
involved in the life of the city. Though it is true that religious ritual and the life of the 
polis were routinely controlled by men, women evidenced not only participation but 
even leadership in Ephesus and at the Artemision—arguably one of the most 
significant cults of the ancient world. 
 Particularly for Ephesus, the life of the cult of Artemis was connected to the 
city. This cult grew as the city itself grew, changing and evolving over a millennium 
into the Artemision of the Greco-Roman era. “The development of the goddess . . . 
proceeds in tandem with that of the city.”362  Although nearly every city in antiquity 
should be described as having a religiosity that pervaded all aspects of life, it is 
especially easy to say of Ephesus that it had a heightened interconnectedness of 
political and religious identity. For this reason, the dominance of Artemis in the civic 
identity of Ephesus led to an elevated role for the women of this ancient metropolis, 
as servants and worshippers of Artemis. As Pseudo-Demosthenes wrote of wives: as 
the wardens of a man’s legitimate children and household, so Artemis was to 
Ephesus.363 LiDonnici states: 
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Nearly all of the roles of Artemis of Ephesus suggest that the goddess could 
be understood as the legitimate wife of the city of Ephesus itself: protectress 
and nourisher; "trustywarden" not only of the things in people's houses, but 
also of the financial resources on deposit at the Artemision; guardian of 
legitimate marriage; overseer of the birth of the next generation, 
κουροτρόφος. These are categories of power, intimately connected with the 
stability and continuation the family, the city, the empire, and, conceptually, 
the universe.364  
 
Thus, the dominant role of Ephesian Artemis, and her protection of women in their 
primary civic role as wife and child-bearing mother, led to a greater agency—both 
religiously and civically—for women in this city. As a reproductive necessity, 
women were given more importance, leading to greater opportunity to negotiate 
their religious—and political—ritualization. Even when excluded by rule or by 
social custom, women’s integral involvement in the religious life and health of a 
community cannot be restricted. As shown by the women of Ephesus, women found 
a way to exercise their own agency within patriarchal parameters. 
 
The Pythia at Delphi 
 
Although the pythia at Delphi did not perform sacrificial ritual, in her role as 
the oracle she was the center of such activity at the Temple of Apollo. This central 
position made her not only famous in the ancient world, but we might even say 
powerful within her tradition. Imagine a woman of antiquity with unprecedented 
power and agency, the center of a city’s entire wealth and fame.  Imagine this 
famous woman, functioning with such importance in a world of male power, lineage, 
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and sacrificial rites.  Such a woman was the pythia of Delphi, who served as the 
oracle of Apollo, the elite one by whom the god communicated with humans. For 
this reason, we will look more closely at the pythia at Delphi, as we explore the 
negotiations made by women in their religious traditions. The pythia represents a 
woman serving the central role of a religious tradition in which her status as a 
woman enabled her to play this role.  
According to the ancient Greeks, Zeus sent out two eagles to fly across the 
world to meet at its center, the "navel" of the world. Omphalos stones, used to 
designate such centers of the universe, were erected in several areas surrounding 
the Mediterranean Sea, the most famous at the Temple of Apollo in Delphi. 
Omphalos stones were said to allow direct communication with the gods, and in 
Delphi this was most true, for the Temple in Delphi was also the home of Apollo’s 
oracle. 
Although women usually served female deities and men usually the male 
deities, this was not always the case. Most notable was the cult of Apollo.365 The god 
Apollo, significant among the gods in antiquity, had his most important temple at 
Delphi, the center of the known world.366 Here, in the Temple of Apollo at Delphi, it 
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was not only women who participated in the role of priest, but also women who 
held the most prestigious role of prophetess, or pythia. The post of the oracle, which 
mythology attributes to originating with Ge (or Gaia, “Earth”), was held by maidens 
for some many years.367 However, upon the rape of one of the oracular maidens, the 
city appointed women over the age of fifty to the position, who in turn wore a 
maiden costume. “Although advanced in years, the women dressed in maiden 
costume in remembrance of the youthful priestesses from days gone by.”368 Young 
or old, the selection of the pythia was not limited to those of wealth or privileged 
status.369 The one restriction made upon the pythia was her perpetual chastity.370 
Nicknamed the Delphic Bee, the pythia emulated the busy, yet chaste, insect with 
her “conscientious labor and physical purity.”371 
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 Surrounded by a staff, which helped to perpetuate the sacred aura of the 
pythia through actions such as delivering the prophecies of the oracle to her 
audiences, she was the key component of sacrificial ritual at the Temple of Apollo at 
Delphi. Prior to consultation with the oracle below ground, seekers of Apollo’s 
wisdom had to make sacrifice at the altar above. Below the main floor, the pythia sat 
on a tripod, over a crevice in the earth. Although there is dispute over whether or 
not the pythia’s prophetic trances were due to vapors rising from this crevice, most 
scholars believe that geologic tensions at the intersection of the Karna and Delphi 
faults did result in the release of hallucinogenic gases during this period.372 But 
whether vapors were inhaled over a fault line, or a spiritual state was induced by 
waters drank from the nearby Kastalian springs, the oracle’s sacred chamber was 
undoubtedly located in the restricted adyton of the temple, where the oracle and her 
mantic trance remained veiled in reverence of her prophecy-giving performance. 
  Her role as the voice of the god made the oracle the very heart of ritual 
activity for the Temple in Delphi. Indeed, it seems as if the safety of the pythia was 
tied to the integrity and safeguarding of the ritual. Plutarch recounts an incident 
where the pythia, objecting to the apparent manipulation of a sacrificial animal, was 
thrown to the floor by an evil spirit and subsequently died.373 Lucan recounts an 
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incident where Appius Claudius forced the pythia to prophesy, at which time she 
was overtaken by Apollo, tossed about violently in her possession, and thereafter 
perished.374 Such stories may point to the difficult reality of a delicate situation for 
ancient leaders: dependence upon a woman for communication with Apollo. 
Receiving word from the god—obtaining instruction and wisdom through the 
pythia—could mean the difference between safety and security or disaster and 
death in the ancient world. Although some stories from antiquity are read today to 
point to the frenzied nature of the pythia in her role as prophet, her “considerable 
control over the oracles that she delivered” might be considered instead.375 Indeed, 
the pythia was the voice of Apollo, and though she may have sometimes seemed 
merely a placeholder or pawn in an otherwise patriarchal tradition, she was 
nonetheless the center of that tradition and as such the pythia was certainly a 
negotiated role. 
 The typical activity of a visitor to Delphi made the pythia the center around 
which Temple functions occurred. Pilgrims and emissaries came from all over the 
ancient world to seek advice from the oracle. On the morning of a day when the 
oracle was scheduled to prophesy, a goat would be sacrificed by the Delphic priests 
at an altar just outside of the great Temple of Apollo, and its entrails would be 
examined.  If the results were favorable, the oracle would operate that day. The 
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pythia would then complete the prescribed rituals: purification in the Kastalian 
waters, dressing in full ceremonial robes, sometimes chewing a few laurel leaves, 
descending to her place in the temple, seating herself on the tripod and inhaling the 
foul-smelling vapors. The pilgrim also had to undergo certain preparations, 
including bathing, offering a pelanos, paying a fee, and providing a final offering to 
the hearth inside the temple.376 The inquirer would not have been allowed close 
access to the oracle.  Those who came for advice could probably have seen what was 
happening only from a distance; they would have seen the consecrated woman 
sitting on the tripod, they would have heard her altered voice and thus have known 
Apollo’s voice was passing through her lips. The entire experience would have been 
surrounded by ritual and sacredness.  And it was the oracle, a woman of the ancient 
world, who sat at the center of it all. 
 Indeed, the oracle at Delphi was such a phenomenon that it inspired other 
models of female prophetesses in the ancient world. Most significant is the Temple 
of Apollo at Didyma, which had employed male oracles “from the early Archaic days 
of the Branchidai.”377 However, from Hellenistic times onward, women held the role 
of oracle at Didyma, “presumably under the influence of the Delphic model.”378 
Therefore, although the pythia may have been surrounded by men, such women 
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nonetheless expanded the role and authority of women within the religious world of 
antiquity, and found ways to negotiate—and even hold authority and power in—the 
typically male-controlled space of ritual and sacrifice.  
 
Women and Ancient Judean Ritual 
 
Thus far, I have examined sacrifice and ritual in the Greco-Roman context, 
and women’s negotiation of their ritualization within that setting. This context was 
the milieu of early Christianity as it spread throughout Asia Minor and Greece, and 
serves therefore to shed light upon the cultural customs and taboos that defined 
women’s roles, as well as the ways in which women negotiated their participation 
and agency within those customs and taboos. In this examination, however, it is also 
essential to look at the practices of ancient Judea, and the setting of the second 
Temple. With Jerusalem and the surrounding areas as its original setting, the Jesus 
movement was Jewish. Emerging Christianity was invented with the ritual and 
sacrificial practices of Judea in view, including its understandings of women and 
women’s roles within cult practice also. Therefore, I now turn to the Herodian 
Temple, to explore how women negotiated their participation in this setting. 
 At the outset of an examination of ancient Jewish women, especially for the 
purposes of conclusions for Christianity, we must recognize the methodological 
tendency that has dominated many previous similar projects: the tendency to 
distort the relationship between Jewish women and their religious tradition as 
horribly oppressive. “Modern caricatures typically present ancient Jewish women as 
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repressed, denigrated, and relegated to inferior status and exclusively domestic 
roles in a male-dominated world.”379 This assumption seeks “to exalt Jesus as the 
great liberator of women from a repressive patriarchal system.”380 However, as 
Randall Chesnutt succinctly writes, “Until such agendas are set aside, progress 
toward reconstructing the place of women in early Judaism will be seriously 
impaired. Jewish sources need to be examined on their own terms rather than 
selectively cited to provide contrasting background against which to present 
appealing images of early Christianity.”381 Therefore, as already outlined, this 
project will not presume that Christianity offered a more egalitarian or greater 
opportunity for women’s agency than any other religious cult in the ancient world. 
 Additionally, the Temple restrictions upon Judean women must be held 
alongside the restrictions that were placed upon Judean men, as well as foreigners. 
All persons who visited the Herodian Temple faced restrictions of varying degree. 
Indeed, it was only the high priests who were allowed to enter the Holy of Holies, 
and even then only one was chosen to enter furthest. Therefore, although women 
suffered the exclusionary effects of separation and rank, they were not alone, as will 
be discussed throughout this section. Women’s exclusions at the Temple do serve as 
                                                        
379 Randall D. Chesnutt, “Jewish Women in the Greco-Roman Era,” in Essays on Women in 
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an indicator that women might have been negotiating their tradition in other ways 
and in other places; but exclusion of women does not indicate that it was women 
alone who were excluded. For the aim of this project, however, the exploration of 
ancient Judean ritual does focus upon women. 
In order to begin an investigation of women in the world of emerging 
Judaism, two methodological principles outlined by Jonathan Klawans, used in his 
work on the priestly traditions of the Pentateuch, will be considered: (1) the 
people’s desire was to imitate God and (2) attract/maintain the presence of God.382 
Working under the assumption that these two principles motivated the people and 
their understandings of behavior, Klawans asserts that instructions regarding ritual 
impurity do not render the one who has contracted impurity  as unnatural or sinful. 
Rather, purity regulations were meant to create firm boundaries between what is 
ritually pure and impure, in order to protect these two organizing principles within 
the community. Impurity was not a sinful state, but rather a part of normal life, a 
state that was entered and exited regularly and frequently.  
One difficulty with this assumption, however, is the more than double 
imposition of impurity that faced ancient Judean women, versus men. A state of 
impurity was entered, essentially, by women during their childbearing years, though 
                                                        
382 Klawans, Purity, Sacrifice and the Temple, 53: “Instead of putting forth a theory, we will 
identify and illustrate two ‘organizing principles,’ two concerns central to the priestly traditions of 
the Pentateuch, each of which will help to understand better the dynamic between the systems of 
sacrifice and defilement. One organizing principle is the concern with imitating God. Another 
organizing principle is the concern with attracting and maintaining the presence of God within the 
community.” 
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men who had recently had a seminal emission were also impure. As Klawans 
explains, “A man who has sexual contact with a menstruant or a person who comes 
into contact with a corpse will be ritually impure for a week (Lev. 15:24; Num. 
19:11). Other defiling conditions can result in even longer periods of defilement. 
Menstruation lasts roughly a week, but the defiling state left after giving birth lasts, 
in its less severe form, either thirty-three or sixty-six days (Lev. 12:1–8).”383 The 
differences in the post-partum length of defilement were also dependent upon the 
gender of the baby. A woman suffered a greater length of defilement for having 
birthed a daughter.384 In this way, the female gender was essentially labeled as less 
Godlike, or at least disappointing. Therefore, in response to the second of our 
organizing principles regarding purity and sacrifice, attracting the presence of God, 
women were kept at a distance from the Temple during significant periods of their 
lives. Additionally, the perimeter of the women’s court, an area of the Temple 
designated for them, marked the closest that women could come to the locus of 
purity. Even when purified in the Temple’s miqva’ot (ritual bath), the same bath 
employed by male visitors, women were still restricted to a distance from actually 
entering the sacred precincts of the Temple, on the sole basis of their gender, though 
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384 Lev. 12.1-5. See: Tal Ilan, Jewish Women in Greco-Roman Palestine, 45: “The Torah 
specified that a woman who gave birth to a girl should remain ritually unclean twice as long as a 
woman who gave birth to a boy (two weeks as opposed to one).” Ilan interprets ancient sources to 
say not that the birth of a daughter is a punishment, but rather “every source views the birth of a 
daughter as a disappointment” (46). And Jay, Throughout Your Generations Forever, 29. 
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foreigners were even further restricted. Israelite women were allowed to enter a 
precinct restricted to Israelites alone. Still, “the outer court was open to all, 
foreigners included; women during their impurity were alone refused admission.”385 
This restriction, which took the form of the women’s court in the Temple, 
most tangibly represented women’s exclusion. The ancient Temple was founded on 
the notion of separation. “In the Jerusalem Temple built by Herod the Great in 19 
BCE and destroyed by the Romans in 70 CE, a highly articulated screening system—
a series of walls, balustrades, parapets, portals, and curtains—functioned not simply 
to distinguish ‘the sacred’ and ‘the profane’ as bipolar spatial units but to construe 
and choreograph gradations of sacred space.”386 The people of Judea, as separate 
from the other nations, worshiped their god in this space, with the Holy of Holies 
being the ultimate sacred space. Emanating out from this center were different 
areas, demarcated for separation themselves.  Increasing in sacrality, from the Court 
of the Gentiles, to the Court of the Women, the Court of the Israelites, to the Court of 
the Priests, and finally to the Holy of Holies: each area of gradation included some by 
its exclusion of others, in its claim to the sacred. 387 In addition to the Greco-Roman 
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387 Joan Branham, “Blood in Flux, Sanctity at Issue,” RES 31 (Spring 1997): 55: “Kelim, 1.8–9 
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notions of women’s biology and gynecology, Temple architects also asserted that 
women were inherently and obviously inferior to men, an assumption that can be 
detected in the very structure of the Temple itself.388  
Their reproductive abilities were perhaps even more significant to Jewish 
women’s restriction to the Women’s Court—including their menstrual blood. Many 
scholars have suggested that women’s blood was simply perceived to be inferior to 
sacrificial blood, as women were a naturally inferior gender.389 However, Joan 
Branham asserts, quite oppositely, that women’s blood might instead have 
represented a “competitive and threatening power” proximate to the sacrificial 
blood which was so central to the Temple and its function.390 “Women would have 
wielded an immense religious power had they been able both to spill the blood of 
animals in rituals of fertility, propitiation, and purification and to control the natural 
processes of procreation.”391 Regardless, however, of our modern abilities to 
understand the reasons that laid behind their restriction on the Herodian Temple 
Mount, Jewish women remained excluded from a proximity equal to their male 
counterparts with regard to Israel’s central ritual: sacrifice at the Temple. According 
                                                                                                                                                                     
exclusive Holy of Holies (God’s private chamber)—measures incrementally more sacred than the 
previous one in terms of the individuals restricted from the spaces in question.” 
 
388 Chesnutt, “Jewish Women,” 127. 
 
389 See: Tikva Simone Frymer-Kensky, In the Wake of the Goddesses: Women, Culture, and the 
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to this explanation, then, sacred blood is kept inside the Temple walls; profane 
blood is kept outside. 392 Charlotte Fonrobert challenges that this separation is a 
simple issue of power over competing bloods, but rather argues that purity 
regulations around menstruation reflect a complicated power issue over sexuality 
and privilege. Fonrobert emphasizes the complex power dynamic of the body that 
was inherent in ancient gender—or sexuality—conceptions. How a body was 
represented was directly associated with its legal privileges. What mattered, then, 
was to “uphold the clear distinction between the sexes.”393 For Fonrobert, the 
restriction of women from the holiest of spaces at the Temple provided another 
reiteration of this social system. 
Regardless of the power dynamic that is signaled by women’s exclusion, most 
important was what was happening with this social system at the synagogues. 
Concurrent with the sacred presence of the Temple, and especially following the 
Temple’s destruction in 70 CE, ancient synagogues represented a different sacred 
space in response to women.394 Although early and medieval Christianity sought to 
                                                        
392 Branham, “Penetrating the Sacred,” 18: “The exclusion of women from visual access or 
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393 Charlotte Elisheva Fonrobert, “Regulating the Human Body: Rabbinic Legal Discourse and 
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394 “In fact a multitude of sources, from the rabbis themselves (perhaps inadvertently) to the 
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appropriate the sacrality of the Temple through images and liturgical reference, the 
synagogues were the real contemporary ritual sites of the developing Jesus 
movement. Therefore, the evolving ritual and space of the ancient synagogue is 
relevant when thinking about how women negotiated the patriarchal boundaries of 
the Judaism which was emerging simultaneously with Christianity. 
First century synagogues, contemporaneous with the Temple, made no 
efforts to appropriate the Temple’s sacrality.395 However, the dominance of the 
Temple was not to fade.396 “After the destruction of the Temple in 70 C.E., the 
synagogue shifted from being the secondary congregational space in Judaism to the 
central religious institution in the life of the people of Israel.”397 Synagogues, unlike 
                                                                                                                                                                     
their participation in synagogue life across a broad chronological and geographic spectrum of Jewish 
communities in Greco-Roman antiquity.” Kraemer, Her Share, 106.  
Joan Branham offers a counter perspective to the popular notion that ancient synagogues 
were attempting to emulate the Herodian Temple. She does this, especially, by pointing to the way in 
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developed and codified by the rabbis after the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple in 70 C.E. (of the 
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relation to that of its precursor, the Jerusalem Temple.” Joan Branham, “Sacred Space under Erasure 
in Ancient Synagogues and Early Churches,” The Art Bulletin LXXIV.3 (Sept 1992): 375, 383. 
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the Temple, did not have to be oriented around a sacred act or location.398 However, 
over time, the synagogue began to appropriate the memory of the Temple’s 
hierarchy of sacrality, through means such as architectural elements. “The 
synagogue soreg—similar in form and function to the soreg that existed in the 
Jerusalem Temple—changed homogeneous synagogue space into a heterogeneous 
realm by ‘cutting off’ and defining areas oriented toward the Temple Mount.”399 
In light of this appropriated and emulated sacrality, which grew in similarity 
to the Temple over time, it is significant to question the role and function of women 
within such an alternative ritual space. Before the destruction of the Temple, 
women were restricted from coming within too close a proximity to the Holy of 
Holies. The question for our study is, whether or not the synagogue offered women 
an alternative ritual space where women could negotiate their religious activities 
and involvement? 
Indeed, “there are several inscriptions which imply prominent roles for 
women in ancient synagogues.”400 Many such inscriptions, simultaneous with the 
emergence of early Christianity, assert that Jewish women played not only active 
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parts in the ancient synagogue, but leadership roles, as well.401 The second-century 
CE inscription by Rufina in ancient Smyrna is quite telling over the cult possibilities 
that women assumed. Described as archêsynagogos, “head of the synagogue,” 
Rufina’s inscription also points to her financial and social independence, as the 
financier of a tomb, the owner of slaves (who also manumitted slaves), and the 
authority behind a fine for trespassing.402 “Rufina is a woman of considerable 
independence, wealth, and social and legal authority in both Jewish and non-Jewish 
circles.”403 Rufina was not alone. Sophia of Gortyn, from a fourth- or fifth-century CE 
inscription in Crete, is also referred to as both presbytera, “elder,” and 
archêsynagogissa, “head of the synagogue,” as is another woman of the same time 
period, Theopempte.404   
                                                        
401 Bernadette Brooten summarizes, “the evidence for [women serving as leaders in 
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There is no reason to think that “elder” or “head of the synagogue” were 
merely titles transferred to women whose fathers or husbands functioned in 
these capacities, that they date from a period when the titles had lost their 
functional significance, or that they were functional only when applied to 
men. The inscriptions rather suggest that Jewish women, at least in some 
times and places, acted as bona fide heads of and elders of synagogues, filling 
all the roles filled by men who bore the same titles.405 
 
Therefore, ancient inscriptions not only reveal women active in leadership and 
agency within synagogues, but such material evidence can also reveal something 
important about women’s place within such synagogues. Women were fully 
included, as demonstrated by their inclusion in leadership. An inscription that 
commemorates a female donor, Tation, also bestows upon her the privilege of 
sitting in the seat of honor.406  “This important inscription not only reveals the 
substantial wealth and prestige of a female donor, it also contradicts the common 
assumption that women were separated from men in the ancient synagogue as they 
are in modern Orthodox Judaism.”407 
 In addition to affirming women in their leadership of the synagogue, ancient 
evidence also confirms a more basic but significant difference with the Temple—
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women’s physical inclusion in the synagogue. Therefore, although women may have 
been excluded by their gender from full participation at the Temple, and restricted 
from its sacred male spaces, Jewish women nonetheless found a way to negotiate 
not only participation but also leadership within their religious cult—through the 
ancient synagogue.408 This space, which became even more significant and 
influential in the cult of Israel after the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE, was itself 
an “alternative” place of religious ritual. Women’s negotiation of their cult ritual 
restrictions, as well as their own ritualization in that tradition, most fittingly 
occurred in the synagogue. 
 Therefore, although women were restricted and excluded from the central 
courts at the Temple, that holy space did not represent the sum of opportunity for 
their involvement and participation in religious cult.  
Neither the rabbinic deprecation of women nor the inscriptional evidences of 
more active and public roles for women should be taken as representative. 
Rather, these divergent images testify to the extreme pluralism which 
characterized Judaism in the Greco-Roman era. . . . To ignore these sources 
and consider only the more familiar patriarchal model attested in rabbinic 
literature would be to impose upon ancient Judaism a uniformity which 
never actually existed.409  
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The fact that women were not restricted to the Temple for religious participation, 
but could turn to the synagogue for greater agency, forces contemporary feminist 
theologians to recognize that the first women followers of Jesus—undoubtedly 
companions from the Jewish tradition—were not to escape a comparatively 
oppressive religious tradition. On the contrary, Jewish women may well have 
expected to be included as leaders on the basis of their tradition.410 “Patriarchal 
patterns predominated among the Jews as among Mediterranean peoples generally. 
Yet, not all Jewish women were as oppressed and repressed as some stereotypes, 
both ancient and modern, suggest.”411 Rather than a wholly excluded and restricted 
population, Jewish women negotiated their exclusion from offering sacrifices at the 
Herodian Temple by taking advantage of opportunities for agency and leadership in 
Judaism presented to them within the ancient synagogue.  
Indeed, this study presents a picture of first-century women who seized a 
variety of alternatives to negotiate greater agency and participation their religious 
traditions. Throughout the ancient Mediterranean world, women took advantage of 
festivals (such as the Thesmophoria), rituals (such as those for Artemis Ephesia), 
privileged roles (such as the Delphic oracle), and sacred spaces (such as in the 
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Jewish synagogue) to negotiate an active presence and influence in an otherwise 
male-dominated religious world. 
 
Contemporary Women, Contemporary Constructions 
 
The preceding examination of women from different religious cult settings in 
the first century C.E. suggests that contemporary feminist constructions of 
soteriology might be further nuanced by attending to the complexity of ancient 
religious cult, while also contributing to the dialogue about feminist methodology. 
The women of the Thesmophoria, the pythia at Delphi, the parthenoi at Ephesus, 
and the women leaders in Jewish synagogues represent a sampling of women’s lives 
in religious cults during the milieu of early Christianity. What the ancient evidence 
tells us about these women is that they, too, lived within the confines of patriarchal 
religions. And yet, we also are able to see the ways in which these women 
negotiated the ambiguities left open within their religious settings in order to affect 
greater agency for themselves and other women. Although this survey represents 
just a small sample, we are able to see, by the evidence and impact they left behind, 
that women in antiquity were not wholly oppressed. Certainly, women’s lives were 
constrained in many and varied ways by the patriarchal dominance of culture and 
society, as women’s lives continue to evidence threads of similar oppression even 
today. But what we can see, despite that oppression and marginalization and 
exclusion, is that women negotiated the ambiguities of the patriarchal spaces 
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around them. Women still found ways to participate in religious ritual, despite their 
exclusion from sacrificial ritual.  
 It was from this milieu of patriarchal norms, complicated by women who 
negotiated their religious marginalization, that Christianity emerged. Certainly, this 
cultural setting reveals itself in the stories and traditions of Christianity’s earliest 
documents. From Jesus’ apparent advocacy for women to his selection of all male 
disciples, from Paul’s acceptance of women leaders to his chastisement of women 
teachers, the early Church was also ambivalent in its treatment of women, just as 
other religious cults in the first century both marginalized and promoted women, 
and at the same time. Christianity, too, both embraced women and marginalized 
women. Similarly, then, we might expect that early Christian women also negotiated 
the ambiguities of the burgeoning tradition of Jesus. 
 Although it may be possible to attempt to find an egalitarian on the part of 
Jesus, it is also possible to recognize that ancient religious cults generally included 
and excluded women. Aspects of these religions can also be interpreted as reflecting 
an egalitarian ethos, even while other practices are exclusionary in scope and 
impact. Particularly with regard to sacrificial ritual and sacrificial understandings, 
women were even more explicitly excluded. Therefore, if we take a textured 
approach to the early Christian milieu, recognizing the ancient world as a place 
where women were arguably seen as the inferior sex, while also being a place where 
women expressed their agency in the places where they could—in the ambiguous 
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spaces of patriarchal religion and ritual—then we might also take a textured 
approach to today’s Christianity, today’s women, and today’s constructive 
soteriological approaches. 
The paradigm of patriarchal control still pervades contemporary Christianity. 
As I will explore in the Catholic tradition, women continue to face exclusion and 
marginalization because of their gender. The identification of women with their 
reproductive roles and the associated belief that women are “naturally” the inferior 
gender that was asserted by antiquity are not yet expired or outdated notions. My 
assertion is that these beliefs continue to form the basis of many of the teachings 
that are continually taught and adhered to by the Catholic Church. In the following 
chapter, I will take a closer look at these teachings, as well as the responses by 
contemporary Catholic feminists. A quote from a Catholic Bishop at a National 
Conference, in response to the question of women as priests, betrays the 
foundational assumption of male superiority in religious cult that remains intact 
even today.  
 The Providence Journal-Bulletin reported on the ‘unusually contentious 
debate’ at the semi-annual meeting of the National Conference of Catholic 
Bishops over women and the ordination of women. One bishop was reported 
as explaining why women could never become priests (and thus perform the 
sacrifice of the mass): ‘It’s as impossible for a woman to be a priest as it is for 
me to have a baby.’412 
 
As the newspaper clip reveals, there remains a strong correlation between the 
sacrificial assumptions from antiquity about men and women’s roles and religious 
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assumptions from today about men and women’s roles. Recognizing that the 
patriarchal dominance of religion that occurs within Catholicism has not been 
radically altered, despite the feminist attempt to locate a radical egalitarianism in 
the life and teachings of Jesus, we can choose instead to look at the tradition in 
which  women negotiate ambiguous ritual spaces within their traditions. Just as the 
women at the Thesmophoria, the pythia at Delphi, the parthenoi at Ephesos, and the 
women leaders in Jewish synagogues, the women of Christianity have also learned 
to negotiate around the patriarchy that surrounds and seeks to define them. This is 
nowhere more true than in the Catholic tradition, where women have fought and 
struggled to gain inclusion into the ritual of the mass that men enjoy by the privilege 
of their gender. Despite the resounding “no” that has met these women, they 
nonetheless have found ways to negotiate the ambiguity of that ritual, in order to 
express their own spirituality and agency in the midst of exclusion and 
marginalization.  
 I believe it is in this methodology—of looking at the ways in which women 
negotiate the ambiguity of ritual—that feminist theologians might employ a 
different way of calling upon history and thereby forge a beautiful, new way to 
articulate what saves us. There is a soteriology of negotiation within worldly 
constraints that women have practiced for centuries. It is this soteriology that saves 
them from the weight of patriarchy. It is this soteriology that saves them from the 
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death of silence and exclusion. It is this soteriology that not only redeems them, but 
also the tradition.  
 191 
 
CHAPTER FIVE 
 
FINDING WHAT SAVES US:  
NEGOTIATING SACRIFICIAL RITUAL 
 
 
In the previous chapter, my readings of women in the first century reveal a way 
of participating in sacrificial ritual that does not fully inscribe women in patriarchal 
values and practices. Those ancient women showed, instead, that women find ways to 
live out their faith within patriarchal traditions. By optimizing ambiguous spaces that 
do not restrict women, by creating ritual outside of normative ritual proscriptions, by 
maximizing roles that are delegated to women, the women of the first-century testify to 
the ability of women to negotiate their traditions as an innovative force for inclusion, 
and even change. This reading provides a helpful lens to view women’s participation in 
contemporary Christian rituals, as well. My focus, in turning to contemporary women in 
sacrificial ritual, is on Catholic women and their negotiation of the Mass. Today’s 
Catholic women not only face a similar situation to the women of the first century, but 
the feminist liturgical writings of many Catholic women demonstrate negotiations of 
sacrificial ritual that are similar to the negotiations made by first-century women. Such 
ritual negotiations by women, both ancient and contemporary, can offer a new basis for 
a feminist soteriological narrative. Instead of a narrative about one person’s suffering 
and death for redemption, or one person’s privilege to enact redemption in persona 
Christi, this narrative tells of redemption for all persons through the complex 
negotiation of the community’s ritual. 
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Methodology 
 
My question of women’s responses to ritual has led me to the methodology of 
practical theology, or a praxis-theory methodology, as a response to feminist/womanist 
soteriological work.413 Although feminist, womanist, and other theologians have forged 
soteriologies that only turn to life instead of death as the basis for redemption, therein 
critiquing the suffering and torture reinscribed by a theology of the cross, 
contemporary Catholic women persist in their participation of the Catholic mass. As 
these feminist and womanist soteriologies suggest, this perpetuates theologies of 
redemptive suffering. This project contends that this gap—between the works of 
theologians that urge women to move away from the cross and the persistent 
participation of women in the sacrificial ritual of the mass—is no mistake. Indeed, the 
work of Catherine Bell shows us that continued participation by Catholic women is to be 
expected as the result of their ritualization. Despite their devotion to the cross, and their 
embrace of the ritual, Catholic women are not simply reinforcing sacrificial atonement 
theology. The difficulty is that their response is not taking the shape that many 
theologians had thought it would, such as exiting the ritual or the church altogether.  
If women are not leaving the church, then feminist, womanist, and all 
theologians who seek to impact the lives of women must look at how these women are 
responding. Instead of starting with theory and concluding with suggestions for praxis, 
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Gustavo Gutierrez, A Theology of Liberation: History, Politics, and Salvation (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis 
Books, 1973); Ada María Isasi-Díaz, Mujerista Theology: A Theology for the Twenty-First Century 
(Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1996); James N. Poling and Donald E. Miller, Foundations for a 
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this project contends that soteriological constructions might instead start with praxis in 
order to elaborate soteriological understandings and constructions that reflect how 
women’s lives are already in relationship with and critique of ritual. Such a shift for 
feminist soteriological construction is simply an embrace of attention to the 
interrelationship between theory and practice, which begins with the reality of lives in 
thinking about theological work.  But this methodology is not new. As Gustavo Gutierrez 
explains,  
The function of theology as critical reflection on praxis has gradually become 
more clearly defined in recent years, but it has its roots in the first centuries of 
the Church’s life. The Augustinian theology of history which we find in The City 
of God, for example, is based on a true analysis of the times and the demands 
with which they challenge the Church community.414 
 
 Such methodology from liberation theology points us to the life of the believers as a 
source of theological reflection. As Gutierrez continues, “the very life of the Church 
appears ever more clearly as a locus theologicus.”415 It is from the work of theologians 
such as Gutierrez and Ada María Isasi-Díaz that feminist theology can take rethink 
soteriology beginning with the ritual practices of women.  
“If theory precedes and determines practice, then practice tends to be concerned 
primarily with methods, techniques and strategies for ministry, lacking theological 
substance.”416 As Isasi-Díaz’s work will demonstrate later in this chapter, questions of 
what women are doing in ritual and how their responses critique and challenge ritual 
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415
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 Ray S. Anderson, The Shape of Practical Theology (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 
2001), 14. 
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should set the parameters for what we say about redemption and women’s lives. 
“Theology must be verified by the practice of that commitment, by active, effective 
participation in the struggle which the exploited social classes have undertaken against 
their oppressors.”417 This project takes the methodology of practical theology as a 
challenge, for feminist soteriology to practice its commitment to ending the suffering of 
sacrificial atonement by beginning with the struggle that contemporary Catholic women 
have undertaken against their oppressors. 
This project, then, arrives at an agreement with practical theological work, that a 
methodology which begins with the lives of women would help to make feminist 
soteriological construction more relevant. Such a methodology fits nicely with the work 
of Catherine Bell, also. As Bell’s work demonstrates, ritual is embodied—rather, 
embedded in the bodies of the participants. Through recognition that ritual and theology 
are held in the body, we can learn more about the ritual and make more precise and 
relevant theological conclusions. With this methodology in mind, then, it is appropriate 
for this project to conclude with the documented liturgical responses of contemporary 
Catholic women. By recognizing such ritual responses, feminist soteriology can propose 
a new narrative for redemption. Or, as practical theology teaches us, from the ritual 
responses of women, feminist soteriology can learn a new narrative for redemption.   
 
Contemporary Catholic Women 
 
 As the literature will show, Catholic women are forging new roles, new spaces, 
and new rituals within the Catholic Church, negotiating the ritual of the Eucharist and 
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what it means for their lives. While an iconic cross and a sacrificed savior remain at the 
heart of their tradition, contemporary Catholic women are not emulating the silent 
suffering displayed to them by the broken body on the crucifix. Instead, many are 
challenging the dominant practices and assumptions invoked in the administration of 
the Eucharist. Although they may have been ritualized by the liturgy, they are 
negotiating the ritual—using the very grammar and postures and symbols of the 
liturgy—to expand or challenge the liturgy. I will spend a large portion of this chapter 
examining these negotiations made by Catholic women—actions to optimize ambiguous 
spaces, create ritual outside of normative ritual proscriptions, and maximize women’s 
roles and experiences.  
Through their negotiations of the liturgy, Catholic women are claiming the 
redemption promised to them in Christian scripture. Without any contingencies—upon 
a male authority, or rejection of the self, or affirmation of suffering—they are enacting 
redemption through ritual. If the liturgy of the Mass has traditionally been the 
demonstration of redemption as sacrificial atonement, then women are using the liturgy 
as a demonstration of redemption that is about community, inclusion, wholeness, and 
even righteous indignation. As women negotiate the liturgy, they are not glorifying 
death or blood atonement, but rather problematizing it, through critique and symbolic 
reinterpretation. This ritual response by Catholic women is expressed en masse in the 
feminist liturgical movement. Catholic feminist theologian Teresa Berger quotes 
Catherine Bell to explain the feminist liturgical movement as a response to male-
normative ritual renewal: “for many women, the ‘right to ritual’ is ‘the symbolic 
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equivalent of the right to vote and receive equal pay.’”418 As such a site of power, ritual 
has become the primary site for feminist negotiations, just as it was for first-century 
women. Although they embrace ritual, as they are ritualized by it, Catholic women are 
transforming it through their negotiations, and thereby also speaking up about what is 
redemptive in the Christian tradition.419 It is not the one presiding at the altar. It is not 
the one hanging on the cross. It is not the broken bread or blood. Although women may 
employ some of these meaningful ritual elements, they negotiate them and imbue them 
with new meaning. Indeed, women are saying something new about redemption. They 
are claiming it for everyone.  
The feminist liturgical movement, although not restricted to the Catholic 
tradition, speaks to and fosters ways that women can and do negotiate Catholic ritual.420 
To appreciate the negotiations that women are making, as well as the challenge those 
negotiations pose to the ritual and to sacrificial atonement theology, it is helpful to first 
look at Catholic ritual and the role of women within that ritual. I will do this by 
discussion of significant Catholic documents on both liturgy and women. Specifically, I 
                                                        
418 Teresa Berger, ed., Dissident Daughters: Feminist Liturgies in Global Context (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), 13; quoting Catherine Bell, Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 238.  
 
419 Marjorie Procter-Smith, In Her Own Rite: Constructing Feminist Liturgical Tradition (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 1990), 138: “The rites themselves, because they are rites of initiation and sustenance, 
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with that structure even when it is oppressive. Thus the rites of baptism and Eucharist, as enacted in a 
patriarchal church, both construct and sustain the patriarchal structure of church.” Because the liturgy of 
the Eucharist is so central in the ritualization of participants, so women’s liturgies—especially those that 
include eucharistic communion—are equally central in affecting (challenging or changing) that 
ritualization.  
 
420 Although the implications and insights of the feminist liturgical movement are not restricted to 
the Catholic tradition, much of the work being done at present addresses the situation of Catholic women 
by offering alternative Catholic liturgies.  
197 
 
 
will examine women in ordained ministry. This project proposes that the reality of 
women’s full participation in the liturgy of the Eucharist—the sacrificial ritual of the 
Catholic church—is gauged by their full participation in leadership for the liturgy of the 
Eucharist also, their inclusion in ordained priesthood.421 It is only by their equal 
acceptance in leadership, by their acceptance as being able to imitate the humanity of 
Jesus, that women will be full participants in the ritual, wholly represented in the 
embodied conception of redemption demonstrated by the presider of the Mass, and 
equal leaders of the Church. After exploring the issue of women and ordination, the 
responses of women will be culled. The negotiations of these feminist liturgies present a 
challenge to the way that ritual enacts redemption. These feminist liturgies tell a 
different soteriological narrative. Theirs is not a redemption of blood and sacrifice, but a 
redemption of inclusion, community, and healing. This feminist soteriology is not found 
by looking back for an egalitarian Jesus or a pristine origins. Rather this redemption is 
found by looking forward through the ritual negotiations of contemporary women. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                        
421 Karen Bloomquist, “The Ordained Woman: Embarrassment or Gift?” in Women and Religion: A 
Reader for the Clergy, ed. Regina Coll (New York: Paulist Press, 1982), 79. “Ordaining women is more than 
a matter of simple justice or equal rights. The inclusiveness of the Church, the Gospel and the sacraments 
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Catholic Documents on Liturgy 
 
Sacrosanctum concilium:  
“Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy” 
 
Sacrosanctum concilium, or “Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy,” is a significant 
document of reform from the Second Vatican Council that demonstrates not only the 
Church’s ability to change, but also its perpetual interpretation of the liturgy of the Mass 
as sacrificial ritual (§21).422 The document makes clear that, despite any evolutions the 
Church may evidence in the world, the liturgy remains the very locus of redemption. 
“For it is the liturgy through which, especially in the divine sacrifice of the Eucharist, 
‘the work of our redemption is accomplished’. . . ” (§2).423 Through this document, the 
centrality of the Eucharist was reiterated, along with the Church’s understanding of 
sacrifice as redemptive. This echoing of Eucharist as sacrifice would have serious 
implications for Catholic women’s equal participation and leadership, which we will 
turn to later.  
Despite its unyielding commitment to the central meaning of the Mass—the 
Eucharist as redeeming sacrifice—the Church offered up some far-reaching changes 
during this period of ritual evolution. This Vatican II document opened the doors of the 
Catholic liturgy more widely. From the essential language of the Mass, to the art and 
furnishings, every aspect of the liturgy was explored and made more accessible for the 
laity. “There is the explicit recognition . . . that while the fundamental elements of the 
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423 See also §47: “At the Last Supper, on the night he was betrayed, our Savior instituted the 
eucharistic sacrifice of his Body and Blood. This he did in order to perpetuate the sacrifice of the Cross 
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liturgy cannot be changed, everything else is changeable.”424 Though this document did 
not reflect upon the role of the laity as specifically as other Vatican II documents, such 
as Lumen Gentium and Apostolicam Actuositatem, it did offer a new vision of liturgy, 
welcoming laity involvement and leadership.425 Indeed, the aim of this document was to 
reform the Mass so as to expand the reach of the Church and to welcome those who 
would otherwise stay distanced. Through “modernizing” efforts, the look and feel of the 
Church became more familiar—not only to those outside the Church, but also to the 
laity who had advocated for such change.  
Yet, despite this expansion of the liturgy to reflect modernity, progression, and 
the inclusion of laity in leadership, the issue of women in the priesthood remained 
ultimately unchanged.426 Although the office itself was addressed by the document, and 
the moment to reconsider women’s roles as equals and leaders in the Church’s 
ministries was at hand, the document made no comment on the status of women and 
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425 Paul Lakeland, The Liberation of the Laity: In Search of an Accountable Church (New York: 
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426 Kelley A. Raab, When Women Become Priests: The Catholic Women’s Ordination Debate (New 
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What does it mean to talk about women priests performing sacrifice? Are women merely participating in a 
ritual of male violence—as some feminist scholars would argue—in blessing the bread and wine at the 
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the priesthood. The question of gender for those who serve in the office of the ordained 
was not even mentioned in the document.  
Vatican II’s renewed theology of the entire church as the body of Christ and a 
priestly people has restored Catholicism’s sense of the vocation of all the 
baptized to “clothe ourselves in Christ” (Gal. 3:27). At the same time, the church 
maintains that within this common priesthood there is a distinct role for the 
ministerial priest who stands in persona Christi Capitis—in the person of Christ 
the Head.427 
 
Through the work of Nancy Jay and Catherine Bell, as examined in previous chapters, I 
suggest that the reiteration of the Eucharist as sacrifice and of the priest as the persona 
of Christ was no small player in the document’s omission of women in leadership. 
Where patriarchy is qualified by sacrifice, and sacrifice is redemption itself, women’s 
leadership and full participation are not possible. The year was 1963. 
 
Inter Insigniores: The “Declaration on the Question  
of the Admission of Women to the Priesthood” 
 
In the years following Sacrosanctum concilium, there was a groundswell 
movement by theologians and lay persons for full equality in the sacrament of the 
Eucharist—to be made manifest by the ordination of women into the priesthood.428 “As 
the 1970s progressed it was becoming clear that growing numbers of lay Catholics, 
                                                        
427 Elizabeth Groppe, “Women and the Persona of Christ: Ordination in the Roman Catholic 
Church,” in Frontiers in Catholic Feminist Theology: Shoulder to Shoulder, eds. Susan Abraham and Elena 
Procario-Foley (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2009), 169.  
 
428 Deborah Halter, The Papal “No”: A Comprehensive Guide to the Vatican’s Rejection of Women’s 
Ordination (New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 2004), 45. “At the time the CDF wrote Inter 
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bishops, and theologians were seriously questioning the ban on women priests.”429 In 
1977, the Church officially responded to this movement, with a document entitled 
“Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith: Declaration on the Question of the 
Admission of Women to the Ministerial Priesthood.” In its very introduction—statement 
number five—the Declaration made clear its stand. “The Sacred Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith judges it necessary to recall that the Church, in fidelity to the 
example of the Lord, does not consider herself authorized to admit women to priestly 
ordination” (§0.5).430 This statement—indeed, the entire document—would come as a 
contrast to the inclusive reports issued just months prior by the Pontifical Biblical 
Commission.431 Those reports had advocated for the inclusion of women in positions of 
authority. The Declaration, however, maintained tradition, and did so with surprising 
justifications. Arguments against this conclusion would take the form of articles, theses, 
dissertations, coalitions, conferences, and liturgical movements.432 
In addition to the Declaration’s claim of remaining faithful to the tradition of 
Jesus’ intentional calling of only men to the Twelve, the document asserts that its stance 
of male priests has been unchallenged by the faithful in history, as evidenced even by 
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430 Francine Cardman, “Non-Conclusive Arguments: Therefore, Non-Conclusion?” in Women 
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the “less disciplined” Churches of the East (§1.6, 1.9).433 After providing numerous 
examples of the scriptural moments when Jesus welcomed and included women, the 
document nonetheless retorts that “these facts do not make the matter immediately 
obvious,” in an effort to spur the reader on to a more complicated reading of scripture 
and what the document views as a historical-critical approach to the issue (§2.13). The 
document itself, however, is not willing to adopt such an approach with consistency. It 
presents Jesus as a “radical” Jew, breaking with the traditions and norms of his own 
time in order to include women, while also a leader who specifically chose only men as 
his apostles—doing so without any influence by his historical strata (§4.19). Conflating 
the Twelve with all apostles, the document attempts to elevate history to its advantage 
by recognizing context where it helps, and dismissing context where it does not. For 
example, the document affirms that the apostle Paul was inclusive of women in his 
ministry, but that Paul had also maintained the “tradition of Jesus” by not giving such 
women actual apostolic authority. On one hand, the Declaration explains Paul’s gender 
prohibitions as expired social restrictions and “scarcely more than disciplinary 
practices of minor importance,” whereas the document credits Paul’s prohibition on 
women’s teaching as a reflection of “the divine plan of creation,” on the other hand 
(§4.20). 
Feminist biblical scholars, such as Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, have argued 
that such historical interpretation is hard-pressed when applied to the Christian 
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scriptures. Take, for example, the commission’s interpretation of the twelve male 
disciples as a literal and fixed group of men, meant as the origins of installing the later-
developed priesthood. “The New Testament . . . attests to various conceptions of 
apostleship.”434 From those who witnessed the resurrection and were called apostles, to 
Paul’s emissaries known by the same name: the notion of apostle included both men 
and women of differing leadership in the church—until its use by the Lukan writer(s). 
In the third gospel, and its sequel Acts, the concept of apostle is, for the first time, 
limited to a “very specific historical and eschatological function.”435 Serving to fulfill 
ancient expectations of the resurrection of the twelve tribes of Israel, among other 
things, the Twelve in Luke and Acts are lent toward textual themes very different than 
the practical issues of struggling communities in 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, 
Romans, and 1 Thessalonians. In fact, the very issue of the Twelve and whether or not 
they conferred ordination—much less an exclusively male-only ordination—is 
anachronistic. “In reality, at no time in the apostolic era was there ‘a question of 
conferring ordination’ on anyone, including the Twelve.”436 
 The document’s ultimate justification, however, comes in section five, where it 
discusses the priest as the very image of Christ in the function of sacrificer. “The priest, 
who alone has the power to perform [the sacrifice of Christ], then acts not only through 
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the effective power conferred on him by Christ, but in persona Christi, taking the role of 
Christ, to the point of being his very image” (§5.26). Essentially, the document takes its 
stand upon ancient biological determinism.437 Only men can perform sacrifice involving 
body and blood. “There would not be [a] ‘natural resemblance’ which must exist 
between Christ and his minister if the role of Christ were not taken by a man” (§5.27).438 
As theologians have responded, this “natural resemblance,” based on the theology of 
Aquinas, is misinterpreted. According to the work of Dennis Ferrara, the document 
“misrepresents the sacramental theology of Aquinas, who had disqualified women from 
ordination not because of their lack of a male physique, but because of their state of 
social subjection to men.”439 Thomas Newbold also warns, “the ‘natural resemblance’ of 
a ‘natural symbol’ does not require that the symbolic person or function or object be a 
literal copy of the person, function or object symbolized.”440 And as Elizabeth Groppe 
has written, if Christ is the embodied Wisdom of God, then that embodiment surely 
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personhood also. See: Joseph L. Bernardin, “The Ministerial Priesthood and the Advancement of Women,” 
in From “Inter Insigniores” to “Ordinatio Sacerdotalis,” ed. Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith 
(Washington, D.C.: United States Catholic Conference, 1996), 135. “The ‘natural resemblance’ between 
Christ and his ministerial priests must not stop merely with the fact that they share a common masculinity. 
The ministerial priest acts no ‘in masculinitate Christi’ but ‘in persona Christi.’ If he is to be an effective sign, 
especially if he is to lead and inspire others, particularly women, in the apostolate, then he must display 
the virtues and the godlike qualities of the man Christ.” 
 
438 Bernard Cooke and Pauline Turner, “Women in the Sacramental Priesthood,” in Women Priests, 
249. “To deny women the ability to symbolize Christ as priest would be to deny them entry into the 
Christian community. It would be to deny them a Christian spirituality that consists essentially in imitatio 
Christi, since all Jesus’ activity was an expression of his priesthood.”  
 
439 Dennis Ferrara, “Ordination of Women: Tradition and Meaning,” Theological Studies 55 1994): 
716-17. Originally read in: Groppe, “Women and the Persona of Christ,” 167. 
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surpasses gendered bodies as we conceptualize them in our limited frameworks. The 
persona of Christ is neither male nor female, and also the perfection of both.441 As these 
scholars point out, the document overextends its dependence upon a patriarchal 
history, unwittingly leaning on women’s contextual subordination for justification—
rather than staying focused on their lack of resemblance to the male physique—by 
invoking Church fathers and Church tradition.442 As Deborah Halter, former executive 
director of the Women’s Ordination Conference, summarizes in her examination of 
papal documents, the magisterium exerts its power to modify or amend sacramental 
understanding where such changes affirm its authority but withholds such grace 
toward change and inclusion by claiming no authority.443 
Jesus established no priesthood, let alone an unchangeable “substance” of 
maleness. In such a case, according to traditional Catholic teaching, “Christ’s 
positive will” had to be “settled by the evidence” of the case. It followed that 
since the “Twelve” were male, and more importantly since Christ was male, ipso 
facto Christ had a “positive will” for the establishment of a permanent, male 
priesthood.444 
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The direct consequence of such a conclusion is that women are excluded from full 
participation in the Mass, while the Church claims no authority to alter the “will of 
Christ.” Indeed, such a theology of natural resemblance not only leads to women’s 
exclusion from full participation in the Mass, but also raises questions about salvation. 
“If maleness is constitutive for the incarnation and redemption, female humanity is not 
assumed and therefore not saved.”445 
 As Catherine Bell noted in her work, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, such gender 
exclusion is substantiated by connecting the exclusion to tradition, which the 
Declaration succinctly does.  
This practice of the Church therefore has a normative character: in the fact of 
conferring priestly ordination only to men, it is a question of an unbroken 
tradition throughout the history of the Church, universal in the East and the 
West, and alert to repress abuses immediately. This norm, based on Christ’s 
example, has been and is still observed because it is considered to conform to 
God’s plan for his Church (§5. 24).  
 
The document goes on to assert that this fact (of God’s plan for redemption being 
operative only through men, though allegedly not creating a superiority of men over 
women) is inherent and significant to the economy of salvation (§5.28, 30). According to 
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the Declaration, gender is a part of what constitutes “identity proper to the person” 
(§5.31). Thus, the biological identification of the sexual organs constitutes part of one’s 
most basic and true self, and for this reason the maleness of Christ—literally, his male 
genitalia—cannot be separated from who he was (i.e., the son) and what he did (i.e., 
sacrifice). As the works of Nancy Jay have pointed out, such an elevation of gender 
identification to the level of essence of the self is a core assumption in all patrilineal 
rituals, particularly sacrificial rituals.446  
The Declaration concludes with this: women cannot be admitted to the 
priesthood because any given person’s feeling of vocation to the priesthood must also 
be authenticated by the Church and its authorities. Because these authorities have not 
also concluded that women are fit to be ordained as priests, any argument for women’s 
inclusion in ordination is inherently flawed (§6. 36-38). The priesthood must not be 
mistaken as the right of any believer. The Declaration cautions against perceiving the 
office of priest as a role of “social advancement” (§6. 38).447 “This statement strongly 
implied that women who discerned God’s call to priesthood acted only out of concern 
with personal titles, honors, and social advancement. No such charge was made 
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or discrimination against women, one has to consider the nature of the ministerial priesthood itself, which 
is a servce and not a position of privilege or human power over others, Whoever, man or woman, 
conceives of the priesthood in terms of personal affirmation, as a goal or point of departure in a career of 
human success, is profoundly mistaken, for the true meaning of Christian priesthood, whether it be the 
common priesthood of the faithful or, in a most special way, the ministerial priesthood, can only be found 
in the sacrifice of one’s own being in union with Christ, in service of the brethren.” Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith, “An Overview of the Apostolic Letter,” in From “Inter Insigniores” to “Ordinatio 
Sacerdotalis,” 201.  
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regarding men’s motives for ordination.”448 Thus, the document closes by encouraging 
women to stay out of the realm of male sacrificial ritual. Such positions and privilege 
should not be desired by just anyone. Indeed, it is reserved for patriarchal work. Instead 
of focusing upon such an attainment, the Declaration encourages meditation by women 
upon both the nature of the Church and upon the nature of woman and her “mission” 
(§6. 39-40).  
 
Ongoing Documents 
 
In 1988 Pope John Paul II wrote Mulieris Dignitatem (On the Dignity and 
Vocation of Women), in response to further talk and written documents that Catholic 
women around the world were unhappy with the restrictions they faced in the Church 
(§1.8).449 The apostolic letter stresses the role of Mary, as mother of God, on behalf of all 
women (§2.17).450 Bearing the savior is significant for elevating womanhood, for 
“woman is to be found at the centre of this salvific event” (§2.15).451 Although woman is 
made equally in the image of God as man (§3.22), women must not attribute male 
                                                        
448 Halter, The Papal “No,” 56.   
 
  449 “The Fathers of the recent Assembly of the Synod of Bishops (October 1987), which was 
devoted to ‘The Vocation and Mission of the Laity in the Church and in the World Twenty Years after the 
Second Vatican Council’, once more dealt with the dignity and vocation of women. One of their 
recommendations was for a further study of the anthropological and theological bases that are needed in 
order to solve the problems connected with the meaning and dignity of being a woman and being a man.” 
 
450 “Hence Mary attains a union with God that exceeds all the expectations of the human spirit. It 
even exceeds the expectations of all Israel, in particular the daughters of this Chosen People, who, on the 
basis of the promise, could hope that one of their number would one day become the mother of the 
Messiah.”  
 
451 For much more elaboration of this Marian basis for women’s roles, see: Max Thurian, “Marian 
Profile of Ministry is Basis of Woman’s Ecclesial Role,” and Joyce Little, “Women are Called to Bear Christ 
into Their Families and the World,” both in From “Inter Insigniores” to “Ordinatio Sacerdotalis.” 
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characteristics to themselves, lest they lose the “richness” of their “feminine originality” 
(§4.33).452 The document elaborates how Jesus extended himself in interaction and 
even conversation with women throughout the gospels (§5.13), and the ways in which 
women represent much of the entire human condition in such dealings (§5.14), 
becoming “guardians of the gospel” (§5.15) and “first witnesses of the resurrection” 
(§5.16). However, the primary imagery of Mulieris Dignitatem, to respond to the issue of 
women’s role and leadership, culminates with that of a bride (§7). For John Paul II, 
although the church is the bride of Christ, and all believers together constitute the 
church—“In the Church every human being - male and female - is the ‘Bride’” (§7.25)—
it is men alone who resemble the maleness of Christ, the ability to actively offer himself 
for the Church.453 Just as with the dichotomous understanding of sexuality between 
penetrator and penetrated in the Greco-Roman world, so the Church understands male 
and femaleness. While both women and men can be passive recipients of grace and 
salvation, it is only men who can represent the active giving of Christ. “The (active) 
priest was to the (receptive) church what the bridegroom was to the bride, putting the 
                                                        
452 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, “An Overview of the Apostolic Letter,” in From 
“Inter Insigniores” to “Ordinatio Sacerdotalis,” 195. “This does not imply any inferiority of women, whose 
presence and responsibility in the Church, though not linked to the ministerial priesthood, are absolutely 
necessary and irreplaceable, as is witnessed to in an exemplary way by the figure of the Virgin Mary.”   
 
453 There are scholars who argue that there is something significant about the resemblance of 
men to the male Christ, other than mere physical resemblance. “First, a female Christ would not have been 
able to give masculinity a face responsive to woman’s dignity and equality. Only a male incarnation of 
Christ could enable woman to experience that man need not be her subjugator. Second, a crucified female 
Christ would have been seen—not as rebuking—but as confirming the common prejudice that sacrificial 
love is a uniquely feminine gender role, while the male’s gender role is to reign supreme. Third, a female 
Christ would not have been able to heal the ache, left in the feminine heart by Original Sin, to be fulfilled 
through love. Jesus Christ, as the perfect embodiment of masculinity, enables woman to place her love for 
fallen man into its proper context: there is only one truly divine man.” R. Mary Hayden Lemmons, 
“Equality, Gender, and John Paul II,” Logos: A Journal of Catholic Thought and Culture 5.3 (Summer 2002): 
121. 
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spiritual community in a literal relationship with biology.”454 Although “all the baptized 
share in the one priesthood of Christ, both men and women” (§7.27), it is men alone who 
can perform the sacrifice of the Eucharist, leading the ritual.  
On May 30, 1994, Pope John Paul II again responded to the call for women’s 
ordination with Ordinatio Sacerdotalis (On Reserving Priestly Ordination to Men Alone). 
Although John Paul II had “changed church discipline to allow females to serve Mass but 
also as lectors, eucharistic ministers, and religious educators” on March 15, 1994, this 
letter did not reveal similar changes.455 Instead the Pope relied upon his previous 
argument that “a male priesthood was rooted in Christ’s example of choosing only 
males to the Twelve” (§7 and 8)456 and the argument that women have a different but 
equal role in the Church (§9, 10) to make clear his opposition and unyielding answer to 
the question, citing Pope Paul VI that it was Christ who “established things this way” 
(§5).457 “Ordinatio Sacerdotalis presented no new historical, scriptural, or theological 
justifications for the church’s male priesthood: its real innovation was the Pope’s 
                                                        
454 Halter, The Papal “No,” 78.  
 
455 Ibid., 96.  It should be noted that, prior to this official permission, women were already serving 
in such roles in many if not most U.S. churches, among others locations. However, the official permission 
for girls to be altar servers was indeed new, if not “radical,” and the author of this dissertation herself 
remembers getting word of such unexpected change at her church. After having written the priests and 
bishop of her diocese requesting just such permission around age ten, with little response other than to 
“wait for Rome,” this news was greeted with an immediate enrollment of not only the author but also 
many other girls in the next altar server class for training at her church. The author was the first female 
altar server of her church; she was sixteen. 
 
456 Ibid., 97.  
 
457
 As for women‟s different but equal role, see: Joseph Ratzinger, “On the Position of Mariology and 
the Marian Spirituality with the Totality of Faith and Theology;” Leo Scheffczyk, “Mary as a Model of Catholic 
Faith;” and Jutta Burggraf, “Woman‟s Dignity and Function in Church and Society,” all in The Church and 
Women: A Compendium, ed. Helmut Moll (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1988).   
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surprisingly strong assertion of authority.”458 Indeed, the response of the Pope against 
women’s ordination primarily leaned upon papal authority itself, “decisively 
manifesting his resolve to silence calls for women’s ordination through an unparalleled 
show of papal force.”459 In his concluding statement, the Pope offered a forceful 
directive: “In order that all doubt may be removed . . . I declare that the Church has no 
authority whatsoever to confer priestly ordination on women and that this judgment is 
to be definitively held by all the Church’s faithful” (§13).460 With that, the exclusion of 
women from full participation and leadership in the Church’s primary ritual was made 
ever more concrete and Catholics were, essentially, “ordered to stop asking 
questions.”461 Or so was the intent of the Pope.  
In November of 1994, the U.S. Bishops responded to Ordinatio Sacerdotalis in a 
pastoral letter titled “Strengthening the Bonds of Peace.” The bishops stated that they 
were “strengthened by the teaching reaffirmed in Ordinatio Sacerdotalis,” yet they also 
encouraged continued dialogue on the issue, noting that “we need to look at alternative 
ways in which women can exercise leadership in the Church” (§8). The letter was 
received by some as an encouragement—albeit written in code—to continue the call for 
women’s ordination. “While [the bishops] pledged support for the teaching in Ordinatio 
                                                        
458 Halter, The Papal “No,” 107.  
 
459 Ibid., 97.  
 
460 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, “An Overview of the Apostolic Letter,” in From 
“Inter Insigniores” to “Ordinatio Sacerdotalis,” 200. “The fruits of this letter have been evident since its 
publication. Many consciences which in good faith had been disturbed, more by doubt than by uncertainty, 
found serenity once again thanks to the teaching of the Holy Father.”  
 
461 Halter, The Papal “No,” 121.  
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Sacerdotalis, as they were required to do, they also made some plainly courageous 
statements, which, if read between the fine lines, revealed a national bishops’ 
conference not so solidly in support of the male-only clergy.”462 
But the documents do not end there. With all of the response that Ordinatio 
Sacerdotalis received, the magisterium once again responded, in October of 1995; this 
time in the form of an astoundingly brief (150-word) yet official response, Responsum 
ad Dubium, by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF). The document was 
presented by the prefect for the CDF, Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, who would himself 
become pope (Pope Benedict XVI) a decade later. Two elements of this response were 
especially striking: the statement that “this teaching requires definitive assent” and that 
“it has been set forth infallibly by the ordinary and universal magisterium” (§3).463 The 
response was not entirely positive. “The National Coalition of America Nuns reminded 
Catholics that teachings considered infallible were ‘those which have been accepted as 
true by the entire community of the faithful,’ and that infallibility should not be used ‘as 
a tool to settle a disputed opinion or to cut off discussion’ of an issue.”464  Indeed, 
negative responses came from a variety of theologians, from Edward Schillebeeckx to 
Elizabeth Johnson to Lisa Sowle Cahill, among many others, each engaging the 
                                                        
462 Ibid., 111.  
 
463 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, “Concerning the Reply of the Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith on the Doctrine Contained in the Apostolic Letter ‘Ordination Sacerdotalis,’” in From 
“Inter Insigniores” to “Ordinatio Sacerdotalis,” 199. “The Holy Father intended to make clear that the 
teaching that priestly ordination is to be reserved solely to men could not be considered ‘open to debate’ 
and neither could one attiribute to the decision of the Church ‘a merely disciplinary force.’”  
   
464 Halter, The Papal “No,” 122.   
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document with critique and challenge.465 And so the conversation continues. However, 
contemporary Catholic women have also taken matters into their own hands, to 
formulate a response of action. As we see in the feminist liturgical movement, women 
have developed their own liturgies, involving women in all aspects of the Mass. What 
we witness in these movements is women including themselves in a ritual that they 
recognize as exclusionary.  
 
The Feminist Liturgical Movement466 
 
Vatican II and subsequent documents resulted in a major renewal of tradition 
and a revision to the role of the laity.467 It was an especially poignant time in the history 
of the Catholic Church. However, in many ways, this renewal did not account for the 
                                                        
465 Pamela Schaeffer, “Assessing Ambiguous Infallibility Factor,” National Catholic Reporter 32.7 
(December 8, 1995): 3-4. Elizabeth Johnson, “Response to Rome,” Commonweal 123.2 (January 26, 1996): 
18. Lisa Sowle Cahill, “Response to Rome,” Commonweal 123.1 (January 26, 2996): 14. Halter, The Papal 
“No,” 122-125. 
 
466 I am not engaging in quantitative and qualitative research of Catholic women; instead I will 
evaluate published firsthand accounts of women’s ritual theology and praxis found in anthologies on the 
topic. Other authors, such as Claire Wolfteich (Navigating New Terrain: Work and Women's Spiritual Lives 
[New York: Paulist Press, 2002]) and Robert A. Orsi (Thank You, St. Jude: Women's Devotion to the Patron 
Saint of Hopeless Causes [New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1996]), have explored women’s 
practices within Catholicism through human subject research, highlighting the ways in which women 
reinterpret and transform their tradition, creating new meanings and new significations for them, and 
most importantly reclaiming the tradition for them. I fully recognize that this present project, in order to 
call itself a feminist pursuit, deserves further expansion beyond the analysis offered here, whereby 
women’s experiences and voices can be explored through ethnography and quantitative/qualitative 
research.   
 
467 Cardinal Suenens, moderator of many key Vatican II sessions, recognizes “the role that some 
laypeople played in the council, but honestly admits that there was no true dialogue.” Lakeland, The 
Liberation of the Laity, 103; referencing Leon-Joseph Suenens, Coresponsibility in the Church (New York: 
Herder & Herder, 1968), 187. Elsewhere, Lakeland writes, “Apart from the passages about equal baptismal 
dignity and the characterization of the lay vocation as ‘secular,’ the council did not choose to reflect 
theologically on what it meant to be a layperson. Instead the council fathers chose the easier path of 
discussing what laypeople could do in the church.” Paul Lakeland, Catholicism at the Crossroads: How the 
Laity can Save the Church (New York: Continuum, 2007), 33. 
 
214 
 
 
difference of gender, and, most significantly, did not liturgically respond to the radical 
shifts that occurred simultaneously in the social world, directly affecting women’s lives. 
“The liturgy continued to be a ‘man’s liturgy,’ albeit renewed.”468 Indeed, women 
continue to be excluded from authority in the celebration of the Mass on the basis of 
outdated prohibitions. “The theme of these prohibitions . . . clearly reveals a pejorative 
conception of women because of their sex.”469 Whether under the negative weight of 
such sexist treatment, or as a positive reaction of agency, some Catholic women began 
to respond to this exclusion. The ritual of the Mass, the liturgy, became the platform of 
this response, and Catholic women’s efforts became part of the greater feminist 
liturgical movement. Although the movement centers on feminist negotiations of ritual, 
this movement should not be seen as Catholic women departing from the Church or 
even the liturgy. Rather, it is a movement of women finding ways to stay with the 
Church, making negotiations of the sacrificial ritual. And yet, the feminist liturgical 
movement represents tension between women and the institutional Church.470 “‘I didn’t 
leave the church,’ feminist theologian Mary Hunt replied. ‘The church left me.’ . . . most 
                                                        
468 Berger, Dissident Daughters, 5. This is much more directly stated by Paul Lakeland: “The 
Roman Catholic Church is a sexist institution. We need to acknowledge this from the outset because its 
truth is self-evident to liberals and conservatives alike.” From Church: Living Communion (Collegeville, 
Minn.: Liturgical Press, 1996), 74. 
 
469 Ida Raming, A History of Women and Ordination: Volume 2 The Priestly Office of Women: God’s 
Gift to a Renewed Church, Second Edition, eds. and trans. Bernard Cooke and Gary Macy (Lanham, MD: The 
Scarecrow Press, Inc., 2004), 161. Cont.: “. . . a conception strongly conditioned by the continuing influence 
of Old Testament ideas about cleanness as well as by exaggerated sacralization of the cult connected with 
this influence. As an addition to the regulations mentioned, Gratian’s understanding of the substantial and 
ethical inferiority of women and the state of subjugation deduced from it provide a negative 
reinforcement.”   
 
470 Marjorie Procter-Smith, “Introduction,” in Women at Worship: Interpretations of North 
American Diversity, eds. Marjorie Procter-Smith and Janet R. Walton (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox 
Press, 1993), 2.  
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of the women active in the movement never left at all; they simply continued enacting 
church in ways consistent with their beliefs, and if the institution could not get behind 
them, it was the one that pulled away.”471 Indeed, if the struggle with the Church 
becomes too much, women may “step outside, to some degree or another,” as Marjorie 
Procter-Smith has described Catholic women in her writings of their feminist liturgical 
responses.472 But even when women step outside, as Procter-Smith has described 
women’s negotiations of ritual, women also retain much that is beloved from their 
traditions—the structure of liturgy, the celebrations, the symbols, even the form of 
prayers—though reinterpreting them, sometimes radically.   
The negotiations made by Catholic women in feminist liturgies are a poignant 
and contemporary demonstration of Catherine Bell’s ritual theory. While this project 
does not seek to establish any unbroken traditions between ancient and contemporary 
women, it does seek to call attention to what may be a historically repeating response of 
negotiations made by those excluded in religious ritual. Ancient women’s negotiations 
of sacrificial ritual are a signpost, to look at the ways in which contemporary women 
may often do the same. This action and self-assertion by women for inclusion and 
recognition within a tradition that excludes them was evidenced by ancient women, and 
continues to be evidenced by women today. These ritual negotiations not only challenge 
the tradition, but also point to something new. Contemporary Catholic women are 
enacting redemption, claiming the ritual and its symbols for everyone, despite the 
                                                        
471 Mary J. Henold, Catholic and Feminist: The Surprising History of the American Catholic Feminist 
Movement (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2008), 199.  
 
472 Procter-Smith, “Introduction,” 2.  
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tradition of the ritual serving to exclude them. Instead of a narrative of sacrifice and 
suffering, feminist liturgies present a new soteriological narrative, telling of redemption 
for the entire community.  Women are including their experiences, their wisdom, and 
their sacramental interpretations in the ritual of the liturgy. Ambiguity is the key to 
creating such space for interpretations. Ambiguity is the basis in which women’s 
negotiations happen. 
 
Ambiguity: Opening Up The Sacraments 
 
Susan Ross, who writes of women and the sacraments, advocates the power of 
ambiguity for the work of women’s ritual negotiations. “When a situation is marked by 
ambiguity, its resolution is unclear: there is more than one possible solution, more than 
one meaning. . . . Ambiguity is an invitation to change.”473 Women have taken just such 
an invitation, given by the ambiguity of the ritual, and have responded resourcefully 
with alternative meanings. In doing so, they are creating change in the ritual of the 
liturgy, remaining with and in the tradition and yet challenging it. Before moving into 
the ways in which women’s negotiations are opening up the sacraments, I want to 
review ambiguity as a critical term so that the contributions of women in ritual may be 
clear. 
Bell writes: “Symbols and symbolic action not only fail to communicate clear and 
shared understandings, but the obvious ambiguity or overdetermination of much 
                                                        
473 Ross, Extravagant Affections, 69.  
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religious symbolism may even be integral to its efficacy.”474 This is ritual ambiguity, 
where symbols and actions and postures are strikingly profound and meaningful 
because they are not defined or determined. Rather, the profundity arises because of 
the ambiguity within the ritual for subjective interpretation. Maybe it is better called 
subjective appropriation of the symbol, action, or posture. The participant makes it his 
or her own, and can do so because of the ambiguity. This means that the negotiation of 
meanings and interpretations is available in the midst of ritual—it is the gift or 
invitation of ritual.  Although the symbols, and actions, and postures of the liturgy have 
traditionally been interpreted as reinforcing sacrificial atonement theology, there is the 
possibility for these to be reappropriated, reinterpreted, as representing redemption 
with a different narrative. And women are doing just such work through the ambiguity 
of the ritual.  
I claim that the work of women with the ambiguity of the ritual is indeed telling 
a different narrative of redemption, and therefore calls for feminist theologians to 
consider women’s ritual praxis, not only as a response to ritual, but as a source for 
soteriological construction that is neither sacrificial nor based on egalitarian origins. 
Ritual practice allows a “noncommittal participation,” where, Bell says, the individual is 
at liberty to negotiate meanings, beliefs, and understandings in the midst of conformed 
behavior.475 Such negotiated participation can use familiar symbols, grammar, and even 
postures for ritual, but the story being told or understood is radically different via the 
                                                        
474 Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, 184.   
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meanings and interpretations. Women’s ritual practice looks like ritual and feels like 
ritual because it appropriates ritual elements and imitates conformed behavior. 
However, because the ritual does not provide a determined meaning for every symbol 
or at every ritual moment, women are able to use ritual ambiguity to tell a different 
narrative. Remember, according to Bell’s work, the body is able to participate in ritual 
because it has not been given explicit meanings.476 Catholic ritual relies upon an 
intentional failure to “communicate clear and shared understandings” for every action, 
word, symbol, or posture, instead focusing on the shared communion and the unison of 
the ritual, rather than a determination of meaning at every intersection.477 It is in this 
ambiguity, this invitation to change, that women are making negotiations, affirming the 
significance and profundity of the ritual, and yet challenging the ritual to be something 
more, to open itself to real redemption for everyone.478 
This project identifies the Eucharist as the central ritual that Catholic women 
live into and by which they receive the salvation offered to them through the Catholic 
faith. The Catholic tradition identifies the Eucharist as a significant (if not the most 
significant) sacrament. Therefore, this project must clarify its use and meaning of the 
concept of sacrament. I will begin with Ross’ work on sacramental theology, intersecting 
                                                        
476 Ibid., 106: “One is never confronted with ‘the meaning’ to accept or reject; one is always led 
into a redundant, circular, and rhetorical universe of values and terms whose significance keeps flowing 
into other values and terms.” 
 
477 Ibid., 184.  
 
478 “It will come as no surprise to anyone knowledgeable about the contemporary Catholic Church 
that, even as the magisterium has hardened its official line opposing the ordination of women, women are, 
in increasing numbers, taking on leadership roles in parish communities.” Ross, Extravagant Affections, 
210.  
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as it does with feminist liturgies. Ross grounds her work with the sacramental principle. 
“On the most fundamental level, the sacramental principle means that creation is 
sacred.”479 This principle opens up sacramental theology, then, in a feminist way by its 
recognition of sacramental diversity. It is not one experience or one interpretation that 
sets the parameters of the sacramental. Ross identifies sacraments themselves as 
portals for interacting with the divine. Because humans have no other way of 
encountering the divine than through the world in which they live, all of life is 
“potentially revelatory of the divine and is to be treated as such,” with some moments, 
or places, or venues more conducive to such encounters.480 For Catholicism, such 
manifestation of or encounter with the divine is not limited to nature, but human 
existence itself has experienced such an encounter, in the person of Jesus Christ. Again, 
Ross is opening up the sacramental in a feminist way by recognizing the body, the full 
range of human experience. Ross’ understanding of sacrament is helpful to this project’s 
work on feminist liturgy, then, because it situates the sacramental as cooperative with 
women’s negotiations of ritual. As women seek to negotiate ritual for their inclusion, 
voice, and recognition, they are, in turn, promoting the diversity and possibility of the 
sacramental. Feminist liturgies are expanding the possibility of the Eucharist as 
sacrament, helping it grow toward its greater potential as a portal of divine encounter. 
Additionally, Ross identifies a social dimension to sacraments, meaning that sacraments 
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are fostered by mediation through community.481 Sacraments are connected to those 
with whom life is shared—communities.482 Again, this sacramental understanding 
shared by Ross points to the sacramental work done by feminist liturgies, as they work 
to include those otherwise marginalized from the community. 
Because they are so connected to context and lived experience, sacraments have 
an openness to change or evolving interpretation alongside the change and evolution of 
life, especially as they are manifested in the liturgy. Ross recognizes this tendency 
toward change and evolution as a positive feature for feminist sacramental theology. “It 
is natural in . . . sacraments, as symbols conveying God’s continued presence among us, 
[that they] participate in the ebb and flow, clarity and obscurity, of the universe 
itself.”483 Indeed, at times, there is clarity and definition amidst religious ritual. Yet, as 
the flow moves along, there are also times when the ambiguity of the sacraments opens 
the ritual up to a diversity of experiences, meanings, and interpretations. In their 
negotiations of ritual, this is the ambiguity that women use, “helping to open up 
dimensions of the sacraments that have tended to be muted, or overshadowed, by 
clerical domination, a domination that has interpreted the sacraments in dichotomous 
ways: valid/invalid, sacrament/sacramental, real/symbolic.”484 Although they remain 
excluded from the priesthood, from liturgical authority and from presiding at the 
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eucharistic altar, women forge ways to participate in leadership and pastoral giving, by 
taking advantage of the ambiguity of the ritual of the mass. “The participation of women 
in the multiple facets of sacramental ministry—preparation, education, pastoral care, as 
well as liturgical presiding—has, in fact, blurred the traditional dichotomous 
distinctions between ordained and lay, sacrament and ‘sacramental,’ real and 
symbolic.”485 It is in that sacramental blurring, or if we understand Ross it is a 
sacramental destiny toward diversity, that women have opened up the liturgy with 
creativity and care for greater reflection of their experiences, meanings, and liberation. 
This is the very essence of what it means to negotiate the ambiguity of the ritual. 
Through their action and self-assertion, women are forging a liturgical future not 
only for other women, but for the Catholic Church. They are enacting a sacrament of the 
Eucharist that includes the full range of human experience. They are enacting 
redemption. As Mary Collins has so succinctly put it, “Feminist ritual practice engages in 
a quite particularly focused critique, setting out as it does to transform patriarchal 
schemes of redeemed and redemptive relationships.”486 Because the Eucharist is the 
manifestation of redemptive relationship in the Catholic tradition, there remains an 
unwillingness to let go of the Eucharist and the liturgy. Rather than let go, feminist 
liturgy seeks to negotiate it. Women find ways to honor their devotion to the Eucharist, 
the Mass, and the Catholic tradition alongside their need for liberation and inclusion. 
Teresa Berger writes: 
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Ninna Edgardh Beckman, in her contribution to Dissident Daughters, points out 
the complicated ways in which feminist liturgies both protest against and, at the 
same time, depend on dominant liturgical patterns. She emphasizes how 
feminist liturgies both represent efforts to destabilize dominant patriarchal 
liturgical patterns by establishing an alternative built on feminist commitments 
and, at the same time, are dependent on the dominant discourse for their own 
alternative construction.487 
 
Indeed, the ritualization of women by the liturgy of the Mass creates the very need for 
ambiguous response, the yes and no of feminist liturgy. 
 
Ambivalence as a Virtue 
 
By inhabiting tradition, even when they move outside official parameters of the 
sacrificial ritual of the Mass, women are transforming and expanding ritual, calling 
restrictions into question. In the words of Teresa Berger, as “daughters of God” there is 
“grace in the midst of ambivalence and struggle.”488 Berger’s work shines an important 
light on the significant of ambivalence—internal ambiguity—in women’s struggle to 
make negotiations. Berger names this ambivalence, this yes and no, as a virtue instead 
of a vice. For Berger, the ambivalence that daughters of God show toward the ritual can 
mean standing on the margins, the place to which they have been excluded, and yet 
taking advantage of moments for negotiations, for inclusion and recognition. As a 
Catholic feminist struggling with the Eucharist, Diann Neu has similarly lamented, “I am 
a child born of the union of tradition and crisis . . . I am a daughter, not a son. My name is 
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waiting.”489 Through Berger’s work, we see that for Catholic women such internal 
ambiguity means simultaneous, even conflicting, feelings of both positivity and 
negativity toward the Church, and the ritual of the Mass. It’s an essential connectedness 
to the Eucharist (via ritualization) and an at-the-same-time resistance to oppressive 
structure (via subjective interpretation). It is neither staying nor leaving. It is 
empowered complexity.490 Mary Henold points to the works of other significant Catholic 
feminists and how they describe this complexity: 
Psychologist Sheila Pew Albert refers to Catholic feminists in the nineties as 
‘revolutionary loyalists,’ while Miriam Therese Winter argues that in the same 
period Catholic women were ‘defecting in place.’ Mary Jo Weaver said of feminist 
women religious that they were ‘inside outsiders.’ Far from abandoning ‘the 
church’ en Masse, many tried to find a way to leave and stay at the same time.491  
 
And women-identified liturgies are an example of such strategic negotiations of 
patriarchal ritual through the virtues of ambivalence and struggle.492 Such ritual 
response is both leaving and staying. 
The Eucharist is a significant part of this struggle. As seen in the Catholic 
documents examined above, not only have women been excluded from ordination, but 
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the very nature of woman has been labeled as other (“unique,” yet not bearing a 
“natural resemblance” to Christ) by the Catholic Church and its official documents and 
statements. However, it is with regard to the ritual of Eucharist that women’s exclusion 
is most difficult and isolating. Instead of bringing the community together 
sacramentally, the Eucharist is proving divisive for some. Procter-Smith explains, in her 
examination of women’s liturgies: 
Eucharist claims to be a sacrament of unity and communion, an enacted sign of 
the presence of Christ in the midst of the gathered community. However, by 
restricting women’s access to the altar as presiders, as assistants, and even as 
communicants, because of our femaleness, the sacrament of unity is made into a 
sacrament of division and alienation, and the authority of Jesus is invoked in 
order to protect male clerical privilege.493  
 
Procter-Smith’s analysis of Eucharist means that the emphasis upon community is also 
a dominant value by which women are subordinated. By kneeling with others, 
processing toward the Christ-figure from whom she receives the body and blood, and 
bowing in reverence to the apostolate authority—in addition to the explicit theology 
that women do not resemble Christ enough to administer this sacrament—the body of 
woman is repeatedly ritualized into subordination by the eucharistic ritual. Procter-
Smith cites the Eucharist as a serious impasse for women that demands a response. 
Women need to make negotiations of the ritual.494  
The feminist liturgical movement reveals the many negotiations women make, 
wrestling with their tradition and ritual exclusion. Teresa Berger’s work emphasizes the 
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creation of gyno-centric liturgies by women, and for women (though they often 
welcome men). “These liturgies do not attempt to start with the traditional liturgy and 
add women where possible. Their starting point is the (liturgical) flourishing and well-
being of women themselves. . . . Clear alternatives to ‘Man’s Liturgy’ as a whole were 
needed.”495 Man’s liturgy meant, among other things, a male priest needed for the 
celebration of the Mass—the ritual of the Eucharist. But, as seen through the work of 
Berger and Procter-Smith, women have negotiated around man’s liturgy, even when 
official pronouncements prohibited such ritual response. Women have pushed back 
against the dominant values of the ritual, taking advantage of the ambiguity of ritual and 
the ambiguity in themselves by opening up alternative spaces for women’s inclusion, 
creating ritual outside of traditional ritual proscriptions, and maximizing women’s roles 
and experiences. They take core elements of the ritual and use their own interpretation 
of ritual to fill in the gaps. 
Taking ambiguity as a key principle upon which the feminist liturgical 
movement is based, and ambivalence as a virtue of Catholic women in their 
negotiations, I will look at some of specific negotiations of Catholic sacrificial ritual that 
women are making in feminist liturgy.  The negotiations that will be explored are new 
manifestations of authority, as well as new movements of the body, new rituals, 
symbols, language, and a reconfiguring of space. I will display/envision what Eucharist, 
Catholic sacrificial ritual, looks like when celebrated through such ritual negotiations. 
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Negotiations of Sacrificial Ritual 
 
Claiming a New Kind of Ritual Authority 
 
One way that women are negotiating sacrificial ritual is by claiming a new kind 
of ritual authority. In her book Women’s Rites: Feminist Liturgies for Life’s Journeys, 
Diann Neu addresses the difficulty of women’s exclusion from authority in the Mass, not 
only doing work to open up women’s roles but also exploring what rites women 
need.496 Her theological efforts are aimed to place women into agential roles, promoting 
women to claim “ritual authority.”497 This complex sensitivity demonstrated by Neu to 
women’s exclusion from authority, their connection to the ritual, and their need for 
spiritual meaning reflects much of the work being done by the feminist liturgical 
movement: to not only give authority to women, but to change the meaning and look of 
ritual authority altogether. Neu explains the starting point as new territory: “In Feminist 
[sic] liturgies, women suddenly experience themselves as creators and shapers of a 
sphere that was traditionally not open to their ritual authority.”498 Given the 
opportunity to shape ritual, many women are finding that authority no longer looks the 
same.  
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Expanding Authority 
 
As will be explored through the works of Teresa Berger and Diann Neu, as well 
as others, feminist liturgies are claiming a new authority in ways that have a significant 
impact upon participants. One way in which these liturgies are claiming new authority 
is by expanding authority. Not only are all encouraged to actively participate in feminist 
liturgy, but often there is no single or obvious authority as there is in a traditional Mass. 
Teresa Berger, who has studied liturgy and its impact upon women’s lives, contributing 
significantly to the scholarly intersection of Catholicism and gender, addresses this 
shifting of authority for feminist liturgy. “Liturgical leadership generally is shared and 
non-hierarchical. There is no distinction between those with ‘ritual power’ and those 
without.”499 Such non-authoritarian—or egalitarian—based ritual is significant for this 
project in its implications for soteriology, particularly as a response to feminist 
theology’s search for an egalitarian Jesus. Feminist liturgies are enacting ritual inclusion 
and equality based not on the life or ministry of a historical person, but simply because 
it is what women need, and what the community needs. They are claiming redemption 
on their own terms, and thereby creating an eschatological and ecclesial hope for both 
women and the Church, but without needing a historical precedent for doing so. 
Through their negotiation of the ritual, and its authority, women are enacting the 
redemption that was promised to them by scripture and the Church. They are enacting 
redemption that removes focus from the One (one crucified body. one male priest.) and 
instead gives focus to the Many. This is a basis for a new feminist soteriological 
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construction that needs not look back to an egalitarian Jesus or appeal to pristine 
origins. Rather this ritual negotiation grounds soteriological construction in women’s 
praxis as enacting redemption for all.   
What does Eucharist look like, when authority is expanded? In her contribution 
to Teresa Berger’s book Dissident Daughters, Neu shares the details of one feminist 
liturgy in particular, “Come, Sophia-Spirit,” a Pentecost celebration shared with the 
Washington, D.C., community. The liturgy was created solely by women and included a 
focus on the female wisdom of Sophia. The liturgy welcomed the participation of 
children, the gathering of women from a diversity of religious traditions, dance, 
inclusive song, and female oriented language. Although ecumenical, this liturgy also 
reflects how feminist liturgy can specifically respond to Catholic patriarchal ritual. By 
including elements of Catholic liturgy, such as readings, Eucharist, sharing of peace, and 
sending forth, this liturgy of Pentecost transforms Catholic liturgy into a feminist ritual, 
thereby reflecting a feminist negotiation of a patriarchal practice. In particular, Neu’s 
inclusion of the Eucharist—administered by women—in her feminist liturgy is 
significant.  
Within self-consciously Roman Catholic Feminist liturgical communities, [the 
lack of a liturgical authority] may lead to some liturgical stretching. There are 
groups that simply forgo certain rites such as the celebration of the Eucharist. 
Others might engage in forms of creative reinterpretation such as blessing and 
sharing bread and wine, but without naming the meal a Eucharist.500  
 
For Neu’s liturgy, although there are no words of transubstantiation, the Eucharist 
nonetheless reflects the sacrality of communion and offers a traditional liturgy not only 
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administered by women in its entirety, but one that calls to women through female 
themes and language.501 It is a liturgy that shifts soteriology away from sacrifice and 
toward community, through its physical enactments and words. In the eucharistic 
preparation, women offer a eucharistic prayer to Sophia-Spirit. Women blessers hold a 
cup of drink and a basket of bread, while offering a prayer together, to the “Holy 
Bakerwoman,” Sophia-Spirit. And they invite everyone to partake in the “banquet of 
life.” As Marjorie Procter-Smith describes of such “feminist emancipatory Eucharist”: 
“The themes of empowerment, valuation of women’s bodies and lives, transformation 
and hope for women, and solidarity with the struggles of the most oppressed women of 
the world are also the themes of the eucharistic feast.”502 Indeed, these are the 
possibilities that are opened up through the feminist liturgical movement, by women 
claiming their own ritual authority, that can be asserted without relying upon an 
egalitarian Jesus or pristine Christian origins. Indeed, such liturgy does not invoke 
sacrifice, suffering, or the cross at all. Instead, this liturgy relies upon and emphasizes 
community. For this liturgy, salvation is not found in sacrifice, but in the struggle for a 
new way of living. Life is found in the struggle for community and inclusion, but not in 
the death. This liturgy enacts redemption for the many, not just for the few. 
Another example of a feminist liturgy that claims authority for women is the 
liturgy to celebrate the quinceañera of LAS HERMANAS (“the sisters”). The group began 
through efforts by women in Catholic religious communities to promote justice for and 
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leadership by Hispanic women. Their movement grew to eventually include Chicanas 
from all backgrounds. Although the group has faced many difficulties, including 
financial, it committed to growing its influence and reach; part of that plan was to 
celebrate its fifteenth year in 1986. In this liturgy, the Eucharist presented a challenge 
to norms of ritual authority and even to participants’ understandings of authority. Ada 
María Isasi-Díaz recounts the group’s struggle with Eucharist—whether to have an 
official celebration of Mass by bringing in a male priest or by having an “unofficial” 
Eucharist celebrated by women only.503 For Catholic women, what is a liturgy without a 
priest? It is a Mass? Does it qualify as Eucharist or can it be understood as something 
different or new? This struggle resulted in a liturgical celebration that enacted the claim 
to new ritual authority in meaningful ways, though interpreted differently by different 
participants.504 At the point in the liturgy when eucharistic preparation would begin, 
the Chicana liturgy started with a blessing prayer for the bread, with different women 
reading each stanza from their places in the circle. The breaking of the bread was then 
done with words that commemorated the struggle for liberation. The lifting of the cup 
was commemorated by words that associate the drink with the milk of mother, which 
sustains life, as well as with honey, the symbol of the Promised Land. Participants ate 
and drank at the tables, encouraged to nourish themselves to sustain the struggle, to 
                                                        
503 Ada María Isasi-Díaz, “On the Birthing Stool: Mujerista Liturgy,” in Women at Worship, 191-
210.  
 
504 Ibid., 192: “For many of us these liturgies are eucharistic; for others they are a prayer service. 
The goal of the organizers of the LAS HERMANAS conferences during most of the past decasde has been 
not to force anyone to accept our liturgies as Eucharist but rather to enable the participants to develop and 
experience new forms of liturgical expressions.”  
 
231 
 
 
stay in la lucha, just as God remains with them.505 By resisting the explicit label of 
Eucharist, but rather allowing the feast to remain open as a ritual of sharing, 
encouragement, and challenge, LAS HERMANAS reconfigured ritual authority.  
“The conference was a celebration of the ability of LAS HERMANAS to 
survive.”506 Yet, the conference signaled more than the ability of the organization and 
individual Chicanas to survive. It signaled their ability to think consciously about and 
negotiate the patriarchal authority of their tradition. Isasi-Díaz recounts the 
questioning: “How has power been used to oppress us? How do we reconceptualize 
power so it becomes enablement and encouragement instead of control and 
domination? What power do we have as Hispanic women and how do we claim it as 
important, as life giving?”507 The result was a liturgical celebration that affirmed not 
only the Chicanas, but their lucha. By turning to their own struggles, and by finding 
significance in their own experiences, their lives could be recognized as a sacramental 
authority, and celebrated without having to find an egalitarian Jesus to legitimate that 
authority. Within their struggle with the liturgy, the Chicanas enacted a redemption 
based not upon sacrifice, but upon living. They negotiated the power of the ritual not to 
perpetuate oppression, sacrifice, or suffering, but to reinterpret the symbols with an 
inclusive, life-giving redemption. 
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Recognizing Bodies 
 
In addition to challenging notions of authority, feminist liturgies often ask 
participants to partake in movements that give authority and value to the experience of 
bodies. Neu considers the rise of embodiment to be significant for feminist liturgy, as a 
source of knowledge and authority. From Catholic feminist Susan Ross, to Korean 
feminist Chung Hyun-Kyung, to African feminist Elizabeth Amoah, Neu cites the variety 
of ways in which feminist theologians are negotiating the ritual to restore the body to a 
place of sacredness within the Christian tradition.508 But in addition to the task of 
recognizing women’s embodiment, there is also the task of recognizing the diversity of 
women’s experiences of embodiment. Neu states: “Embodiment must also acknowledge 
sociopolitical, economic, and cultural influences on the body, since marginalization and 
degrees of privilege affect how women differ in understanding ourselves as 
embodied.”509 The tremendous spectrum of contexts means that there is a tremendous 
spectrum encompassed by the term women’s embodied experiences. Neu highlights this 
diversity so that her emphasis upon the body in liturgy can be lent to a wide-range of 
women and their “bodily life transitions,” a liturgical emphasis which in turn can help 
women “to be whole.”510  Neu asserts that this embodied experience of the female 
gender makes a difference in how women experience liturgy, and that the liturgy 
should, in turn, reflect this difference. “What girl children and women know is that 
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gender makes a difference when it comes to the sacraments and to liturgies for life’s 
journey.”511 Neu’s work means that feminist liturgies are not restricted to one 
experience of the female. Instead, feminist liturgies can be radically diverse and 
intentionally contextual, while maintaining attachment and even similarity to the ritual 
of the Mass.  
Neu’s work means that inclusion and recognition of women are not dependent 
upon whether Jesus included and recognized them. They are not dependent upon 
whether the early church included and recognized them. They are only dependent upon 
their embodied experiences, which are diverse and rich and demand inclusion and 
recognition. By their own actions for their own experiences to be included and 
recognized, women give a hope and a future (redemption) to the Catholic Church. The 
community itself affirms such experiences as sacramental. Feminist liturgies open up 
dimensions of the sacraments that reflect women’s experiences, which have been 
overshadowed or muted.  Feminist liturgies are enacting sacraments in a way that 
recognizes the full range of human experience. Feminist liturgies are bringing 
sacraments closer to the fullness of their destiny. Feminist liturgies are enacting 
redemption through a new soteriological narrative of inclusion and community. 
Through dance and movement, feminist liturgies speak worth to the experience 
and innate authority that comes from embodied engagement. Patricia McLean, another 
Catholic contributor to Dissident Daughters, tells about the annual ritual of the Women’s 
Centre at Brescia College in London, Canada, that (re)members women who have 
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suffered violence.512 McLean recounts in her article the Massacre of fourteen female 
engineering students in December 1989 by an angry male student who felt that the 
women were taking his place.513 The Centre began its annual feminist ritual based on 
the event of the Massacre, not only in recognition of the violence done to these 
particular women, but also in response to the pervasiveness of violence against women 
everywhere. As such, the Catholic Centre has created ritual space for recognition and 
reaction to this issue every year since 1990 with its “Ritual of Re-Membering” on the 
anniversary of the Massacre.  In this feminist ritual, symbols and sounds are used to 
represent the sacredness of those who have suffered and those who have been lost. 
Most importantly, this ritual uses dance to emphasize “women’s bodies, moving freely 
and fearlessly, the body ‘re-membered.’”514 This ritual points to the body—not to glorify 
the sacrificial body of Christ, but to re-member the violated bodies of women and return 
them to wholeness. For this liturgy, salvation is not found in sacrifice, but in grappling 
with God over unjust death and in working for community.  
 
Including Women’s Occasions 
 
Feminist liturgies negotiate ritual by celebrating not just those occasions on the 
liturgical calendar, but a variety of liturgical occasions, many of which are specific to 
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women.515 From menarche to breastfeeding, from menopause to stillbirth, Neu posits 
that any transition in a woman’s life journey can and should be celebrated with 
religious rites.516 In addition to different occasions for liturgy, the very symbols used by 
those liturgies can be quite different from traditional symbols. “The ‘ordinary’ of 
women’s lives becomes the ‘matter’ for liturgical experiences of women. Feminist 
liturgies thrive on symbols that speak to and of the experiences of women.”517 In this 
way, the ordinary (i.e., an everyday object) becomes sacred (i.e., a deeply meaningful 
ritual symbol) through the liturgy. Calling back to Ross’ sacramental principle, the 
ordinary becomes sacred because of the mediation of the community in which it is 
celebrated.518 The symbols themselves vary according to the participants of the ritual, 
as no liturgy is meant to be universal or permanent—a philosophical base very different 
from the institutional Church.  Again, harkening back to Ross’ sacramental principle, 
feminist liturgies allow sacraments, as symbols, to evolve with the ebb and flow of 
life.519 Feminist liturgies seek to make the ritual specific to its context, time, place, and 
people. Feminist liturgies assert that “none of these liturgies is designed to last for the 
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next fifteen hundred years, nor are they designed as liturgies for everyone.”520 An 
egalitarian Jesus did not install these rituals. Neither did a pristine early church. Rather, 
these feminist liturgies provide a liberative or life-giving ritual for its specific 
participants today. As such, feminist liturgical development is not dependent upon what 
was or what will remain for tomorrow. It is dependent only upon what is sacramentally 
relevant for today. Such behavior challenges feminist soteriological construction to give 
more attention to the “now,” to the ritual praxis of women. Such liturgical negotiations 
expand the sacredness of the ritual to include liturgical occasions for more than just one 
gender, and thereby also expand the redemption enacted by the ritual. The ritual is no 
longer focused solely on the life or death of One, but on the lives, struggles, joys, and 
deaths of the Many. Once again, redemption is no longer limited to sacrifice or suffering, 
but is expanded to include the ebb and flow of life in the community. 
 
Using New Language 
 
Another way that feminist liturgies negotiate ritual is through language. 
Feminist liturgies use inclusive language, because “any use of androcentric language 
renders women invisible” and for that reason problematizes its use in any liturgy 
attended by women.521 There are many varieties of inclusive language, however. 
Marjorie Procter-Smith identifies three: “nonsexist, inclusive, and emancipatory. . . . 
Nonsexist language seeks to avoid gender-specific terms.”522 Instead of male-normative 
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language, neutral language is employed, such as humanity instead of mankind, or people 
of God instead of brethren.  “Inclusive language seeks to balance gender references.”523 
Instead of using neutral language, inclusive language will use both male and female 
words equally, or in a more balanced fashion. For example, men and women instead of 
humanity, or sisters and brothers instead of people of God. “Emancipatory language seeks 
to transform language use and to challenge stereotypical gender references.”524 Using 
creativity with words, emancipatory language constructs new ways of speaking about 
old concepts, in order to evoke a deeper meaning with the word and point to something 
new. For example, feminist liturgies might write wo/men instead of men and women, or 
use ekklesia instead of people of God.  
The reconfiguring of language does not stop with making words inclusive. 
Instead, feminist liturgies also promote expanding current conceptions of God. “There is 
a broad range of God-talk and God-silence in Feminist liturgies.”525 Some liturgies use 
the non-sexist approach, such as refraining from calling God father. Others use the 
inclusive approach, by calling God both mother and father, among others in a vast 
storehouse of feminine names for the divine (such as bakerwoman, divine midwife, 
queen of the universe, etc.). Still others use the emancipatory approach and refrain from 
names for God, or discover the divine through alternative loci, such as “in sisterhood.”526 
                                                        
523 Ibid.   
 
524 Ibid.   
 
525 Berger, Women’s Ways of Worship, 142.   
 
526 Ibid. 
 
238 
 
 
And still, such creative reconfigurations do not stop with the naming of the divine, but 
also apply to re-imagining doctrinal categories, such as sin. “It is not surprising that 
Feminist liturgies disavow the traditional understanding of sin and thus liturgically the 
confession of sin.”527 Because sin has traditionally been conceived as pride and 
assertion of the self—and because women’s suffering has repeatedly occurred due to 
the absence of such actions—the practice of confession is usually not a part of feminist 
liturgy. However, if sin does make mention in such rituals, then it is either as confessing 
a lack of pride, lack of self assertion, or as recognizing sins against women.528 Such a 
reconceptualization of sin is significant to the ways in which women’s negotiation of 
ritual demonstrates an alternative—or fuller—redemption. The soteriology behind this 
concept of sin does not need a sacrificial savior. It does not need sacrifice at all. Sin as 
lack of pride or lack of self assertion needs action. It needs the recognition of authority 
within the self. It needs affirmation of that self’s embodiment. It needs a different kind 
of redemption—one that resists sacrifice. Redemption based on this narrative, of 
inclusion, community, and affirmation of the self, can look forward through women’s 
ritual praxis, instead of having to look back for an egalitarian Jesus or pristine origins. 
In her book on feminist liturgies, Marjorie Procter-Smith offers a feminist 
eucharistic prayer, in lieu of the traditional words of institution for communion. 
Procter-Smith writes that such a re-visioning of the institution narrative must leave 
room for women’s ambivalence—their embrace of tradition and also their oppression 
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by tradition. “To demand an attitude of thanks from those who are justly angry and 
bitter is to disrespect their suffering.”529 For this reason, Procter-Smith calls her 
communion a “mourning meal” and the prayer begins with the authorization of 
complaints against God, instead of only thanks and praise. It continues with the naming 
of God’s failures, instead of listing God’s salvific acts. “Contemporary examples, such as 
the persecution of witches, the institution of slavery in North America, the Holocaust” 
may be mentioned, in addition to “individual complaints.”530 The turn to Jesus focuses 
on his sense of betrayal, instead of his words from the Last Supper. “These meals will 
take as their institution narrative not Jesus’ last supper but his struggle in the 
Garden.”531 What about celebration for such feminist re-visions of Eucharist? Procter-
Smith advocates that there is also a time for eucharistic celebration, and offers a 
feminist rewriting of the words of institution for celebration, as well. Most significant 
from that feminist prayer is the remembrance of Jesus, “as a model of resistance to 
suffering, pain, and death.”532 Indeed, the Eucharist becomes opened up to new 
possibilities for inclusion and recognition through feminist liturgical imagination. Such 
work by feminist liturgies points to the substance of salvation, not as sacrifice but as 
resistance to it. Redemption cannot remain based in what was poignant or meaningful 
at the origins of Christianity, even if we could know those things with certainty. 
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Redemption cannot be traced to an egalitarian Jesus, even if we could find him. Such 
conceptions of redemption, even when they are offered, still do not speak to the needs 
of today. Rather, redemption happens through giving inclusion, voice, and recognition 
to everyone in a way that is relevant now. Redemption is enacted for the community 
through the negotiation of the ritual. In that action, redemption is claimed. Such 
feminist liturgies are claiming that redemption is something other than sacrifice. 
Redemption is, instead, resistance to sacrifice. Redemption is seeing the death of Jesus 
not as sacrificial, but as unnecessary death. Redemption is license to complain against 
God for betrayal. Indeed, women’s ritual praxis forms a new narrative for soteriological 
construction that does not need an egalitarian Jesus or pristine origins in order to 
challenge the ritual of the liturgy and the theological tradition behind it.  
 
Church in the Round 
 
Reconfiguring Space 
 
Feminist liturgies do not stop with the authority, bodies, symbols, or language of 
tradition in their negotiations of ritual. They also reconfigure space—such as church in 
the round.533 This change of space, whether symbolically or literally, as well as the 
relation of participants to the space carries significant theological and practical 
implications. It challenges the emphasis upon the One, both visually and metaphorically, 
and instead transfers it to the many. Such a shift indicates a salvation that does not rely 
upon the One, either. Instead, redemption relies upon the many. Redemption involves 
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the community. This is redemption enacted differently. It is the fullness of redemption 
claimed.  
Many feminist theologians have reflected upon having church in the round, 
including feminist theologian Letty Russell.534 Russell advocates a “theological spiral” 
for thinking about women’s negotiation with ritual and doing church in the round. The 
spiral is a great example of women being in a place between protest and dependence, 
crisis and tradition. It is a place of ambiguity. The theological spiral engages theological 
reflection and advances theological construction through a back-and-forth, give-and-
take momentum that occurs between one’s location and tradition. It is this spiral that 
moves the tradition and its participants in new directions through negotiation of the 
ritual and the ritual’s ambiguities. 
For Russell, this spiral begins with her understanding of the theological 
conversation (tradition) as taking place at a round table. It is a round table, in that there 
is no one place of authority, no distinguished seat. All are equal in the voice they bring 
to the conversation. The “margin” also diminishes, such that structures of hierarchy give 
way to a spiraling dialogue of equals. That conversation should include justice and full 
humanity for all who are seated around the table. Towards such an aim, the experiences 
of the persons must be shared, in order for experience to interact with the theological 
conversation, or tradition. In this way, experience comes into contact with scripture and 
tradition, inspiring new movement—perpetual movement—around the spiral. Russell 
asserts that this has always been the way of tradition: experiential or contextual 
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appropriation that moves tradition in new directions. Although Russell’s proposal is for 
Protestant settings, her concept of church in the round has been embraced by Catholic 
women in their configurations of space and their demonstrations of soteriology. Even 
though Catholic women engage their tradition as the grammar in which they have been 
ritualized, they also use their experiences to engage the tradition, to move both the 
women of the Church and the tradition of the Church to new places.  
 
Reconfiguring Orientation 
 
Thus, the redefining of space occurs on several levels. On a very obvious level, 
feminist liturgies literally hold church in the round to “signal the conviction that all 
participants are ritually equal.”535 Yet, church in the round also points to holding liturgy 
in a space that is not inherently ecclesial. Feminist liturgies may gather in someone’s 
home, outside, or in any number of non-ecclesial spaces. On still another level, church in 
the round points to the often horizontal orientation of feminist liturgy (orientation 
toward one another, a communion of equals), versus the traditional vertical orientation 
of liturgy (orientation toward a higher authority, be it the hierarchy of the divine or the 
apostolate). By valuing all participants as ritual authorities, by inviting all bodies to 
participate equally and share their own subjective wisdom, feminist liturgy keeps the 
focus on one another in an egalitarian view, instead of shifting focus upwards to one 
authority in a hierarchical view. This keeps the theological dialogue, the spiral, even and 
open among all.    
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An example of a eucharistic ritual that works to embody this dialogical 
philosophy is shared by Diann Neu in her recounting of a feminist Pentecost Liturgy, 
“Women of Fire.”536 In this feminist liturgy, the Eucharist is a meal partaken at circular 
tables—“a very concrete sharing of a meal in love and justice.”537 This communion of 
believers is literally meant to feed those gathered, recognizing socio-economic 
dynamics associated with hunger, with the circle equalizing all places at the table. In 
addition, there are multiple types of bread and drink as “no one bread can feed our 
hunger, no one drink can quench our thirst.”538 Again, such metaphorical diversity 
recognizes the literal diversity of those gathered and the different needs that are 
brought with them to the table. No hunger is valued as greater than any other hunger, 
be it literal or figurative, or both. Additionally, the breads and drinks are not symbols of 
death and suffering, but are rather renamed—dedicated—to empowering principles: 
“The three glasses of this Eucharist were dedicated to our mother earth; to friendship, 
courage, justice, and peace; and to our hostesses. . . . The three breads . . . represented 
the strength of our foremothers, the energy and passion of women of fire, and the 
beauty of all women.”539 Such a re-defining of the bread and drink, toward shared 
values instead of invocative of death and suffering, not only means a revisioning of 
salvation, but an expanding of the circle, beyond merely those present to those past and 
future as well. Their voices and fates are brought into the round, too. Such 
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reconceptualizing challenges the understanding of what is meant by “redemption.” It is 
not sacrificed body or blood that redeems. Rather, it is the community that enacts 
redemption for everyone.  
This brings us back to Ross’ understanding of sacrament as fostered by 
community. In feminist liturgy, the soteriological narrative is based in the experiences 
of the community, not in the life of egalitarian Jesus or in the pristine church. 
Participants have a horizontal gaze, as they search for meaning and interpretation. The 
interaction that occurs between participants and the ritual is dynamic, giving 
movement to the sacrament as it changes and evolves in response to the community. 
This is women claiming redemption to be something other than sacrifice or suffering. 
This is women claiming that the dynamic community tells a new story of redemption, 
through the sharing of authority, through the affirmation of bodies and agency, through 
the evolution of sacraments and symbols that reflect daily life. This is the fullness of 
redemption, finally.  
 
Feminist Liturgies: Negotiating the  
Nature and Boundaries of the Church 
 
Women continue to find meaning in the practices of the Catholic tradition. “Of 
the twenty million Roman Catholics who attend Mass on an average Sunday in the 
United States, the majority are women. Women also constitute the majority in most 
other worship services in North America and Europe, and, indeed, around the globe.”540 
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My work suggests that feminist theologians must speak to this reality, then, with some 
theological construction other than an exit strategy—as women have demonstrated 
that, very often, they are not going to abandon the tradition that is theirs.541 The 
feminist liturgical movement, then, is one such example of women’s constructive 
response to sacrificial ritual.542  As Teresa Berger concludes her sharing of richly 
diverse feminist liturgies, she challenges that liturgy, now in women’s hands, is a new 
site for construction—of meaning, inclusion, authority, and even salvation. “By 
contesting traditional liturgical practices and yet using that site and its symbolic 
resources, the knowledge inscribed in [feminist liturgies] poses profound challenges: to 
rethink the nature and boundaries of the Church, to identify afresh the core of its 
tradition, and to reassign the locus of interpretive authority.”543 Berger makes clear that 
the Church does offer a grammar for meaning and ritual, but that it also offers an 
ambiguity whereby women may reappropriate that grammar. Berger’s challenge is to 
consider the narrative of the ritual told by a feminist liturgy. Although some might want 
to discard the tradition as patriarchal and beyond redemption, feminist liturgies find 
that tradition still has a richness for women’s lives that can be sifted out. The liturgy can 
                                                        
541 “At times [the] strategy of women absenting themselves from the eucharistic liturgy arises not 
only from deep disillusionment but also from a desire to resist, to protest.” Procter-Smith, Praying with 
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542 “Women have been motivated by the discovery of their absence in history and theology to look 
to the past in order to recover what they could of their histories and to the future as well to make sure that 
their stories will not be obscured again, and to work for full participation in their traditions.” 
Bednarowski, The Religious Imagination, 21.  
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be negotiated so that the richness of women’s lives is part of the tradition.544 “Even if 
the claim to liturgy as a site, then, is a seemingly traditional move, the reconfiguration of 
liturgical tradition in light of women’s lived lives expands the very meaning of tradition 
within the life of the church.”545 That expansion toward the richness of greater inclusion 
is a claiming of redemption—redemption in its fullest sense—by women. 
 If liturgy is a theological site for salvation, then the difficulty is that liturgy has 
traditionally been reserved for men. What the feminist liturgical movement 
demonstrates is a grappling to expand the ritual so that it enacts a fullness of 
redemption that includes all persons. Through new manifestations of authority—such 
as expanding authority to include the many, recognizing bodies as locations of 
authority, as well as women’s experiences and occasions as authorities themselves, to 
new inclusive language—and a space that better reflects what it means to live with a 
community, the feminist liturgical movement claims the redemption it has been 
promised. The women of sacrificial ritual enact redemption for all. This is the new basis 
of a feminist soteriological narrative. It is a narrative that does not seek an egalitarian 
Jesus or pristine origins, but looks to its very participants—its very community—to see 
the richness of redemption happening among them.  
The feminist liturgical movement also demonstrates a grappling with sacrificial 
atonement theology. If sacrificial atonement theology is perpetuated by a focus on the 
One, whether that one be the crucified Jesus who hangs above the altar and whose body 
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and blood are consumed or if it be the one male priest who is granted authority in 
persona Christi, then a feminist liturgy challenges this theology by pointing to the many. 
It points to the many forms of authority that are present in a community, to the many 
faces of Christ from the young to the old whether male or female, and to the many ways 
in which redemption happens without suffering or sacrifice. If sacrificial atonement 
theology is perpetuated by the whitewashing of human experience as male, with sin 
being pride and salvation being self-sacrificing humility, then a feminist liturgy 
challenges this theology by using women’s experiences as liturgical occasions and as 
sources of wisdom and teaching. It points to the redemption that is found in raging 
against oppression and exclusion and to the salvation of self-assertion and care for the 
self. If sacrificial atonement theology is perpetuated by the body and blood, then a 
feminist liturgy challenges this theology by giving new sacramental meaning to such 
symbols, or by creating new symbols altogether. It labels bread as the yeast of life 
instead of a broken body. It labels the cup as mother’s milk instead of blood poured out 
for all. Or it rages against sacrificial violence by calling the communion a “mourning 
meal” and authorizing complaints against God, instead of praise or thanks. If sacrificial 
atonement theology is perpetuated by language that speaks of redemption through 
andocentric terms with the divine as male, then a feminist liturgy challenges this 
theology by giving inclusion, voice, and recognition to everyone. It points to the 
feminine as a source of authority or wisdom. Or it remains silent where words fail us. In 
all of these ways, and endless more, a feminist liturgy uses the ambiguity of the ritual to 
tell a new narrative, and to claim redemption for women’s lives.  
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A New Narrative for Redemption 
 
It is the power of the subordinated class to affect ritual change through 
negotiation of the ambiguity in ritual. Women—often marginalized with others in the 
subordinated class of a ritual—possess the ability to negotiate the meaning, value, and 
future of the ritual. Although women are ritualized by the liturgy—its words are their 
grammar, its postures are their actions—the feminist liturgical movement challenges 
the ritual, demanding that the ritual grow and change with what redemption means for 
humanity today. Not only is this work itself redemptive, but what is enacted is 
redemption at its fullest. Just as the feminist and womanist theologians of Chapter Two 
reject sacrificial atonement theology and seek to replace it with a different 
soteriological narrative, so this project finds the work of women in the feminist 
liturgical movement to challenge sacrificial atonement theology and offer a different 
soteriological narrative—one that begins with the practices of women as a basis for 
theoretical construction. No longer does salvation have to be sacrificial. But neither 
does salvation have to mean abandoning the ritual, as women are demonstrating.  
Instead, redemption is bringing the richness of lives to bear upon the complexity of the 
ritual. 
The reality of contemporary Catholic women’s lives is that the cross remains at 
the center of the tradition, and the crucified body remains at the center of faith. 
However, what matters even more than these soteriological symbols is what women are 
doing with them. Through the feminist liturgical movement, women are negotiating 
these symbols, as well as the ritual that upholds them. Women are giving the symbols 
249 
 
 
new meaning and the ritual a new experience. No longer does the crucifix have to 
represent sacrificial suffering for redemption. It can represent rage against oppression 
and an outcry to God for justice. The blood can represent the bodies of women who are 
unnecessarily broken and bleeding. The Eucharist can be a call for action to stop such 
needless suffering. The ritual itself can point to community and cooperation, instead of 
authority, sin, and sacrifice. It is by actions such as these that women are negotiating 
ritual. And by such ritual negotiations, women are providing a new soteriological basis 
upon which theologians can base their theoretical work. They are presenting a new 
narrative for how feminist soteriology is constructed. They are demonstrating 
redemption, not just for men or for the privileged but for everyone.  They are not only 
challenging the people in the pews around them, but they are challenging theologians to 
embrace a methodological shift that begins with praxis. This methodology radically 
reorients feminist and womanist soteriological work. Instead of starting with historical 
investigation, pristine origins, or even an egalitarian Jesus, soteriological construction 
can begin with the lives of women, changing the orientation from theory-->praxis to 
praxis-->theory. This means that instead of feminist and womanist soteriological 
construction arriving at conclusions on behalf of women, women are instead teaching 
theologians how to speak about redemption.  
 Women wrestle with sacrificial redemption, a crucified savior, and the 
patriarchal ritual of the Eucharist through the feminist liturgical movement. The 
implication for theological constructions is to do the same, without resorting to a new 
reading of history. Feminist theologians must consider the women of ritual who are 
250 
 
 
trying to remain, and are yet offering protest and challenge, when thinking of 
redemption. When criticizing the blood and the body as damaging to women, feminist 
scholars need to remember that there are women gaining life, force, and power through 
the Eucharist, and that these women are in the trenches, trying to negotiate that 
beloved ritual for their inclusion and for their own meaning. The result of such ritual 
praxis is an enactment of redemption that still holds ritual as sacred and yet challenges 
it to be representative of its community. Women’s ritual praxis challenges the liturgy to 
elevate healing and wholeness, justice and self-assertion, inclusion and welcome as 
sacramental themes, instead of sacrifice and suffering, isolation and exclusion. These 
actions challenge the soteriological narrative that is behind the ritual. These actions are 
women claiming the redemption that the ritual and tradition have promised them.  
 It may be, then, that there is no need to comb through Christian history to rid it 
from the death of Jesus, or to debunk sacrificial atonement theology. It may be that 
women’s ritual negotiations—their challenges to symbols, language, space, and 
authority—can move feminist soteriology away from suffering and sacrifice, while also 
working toward the inclusion of women in ritual leadership and authority. If feminist 
work is meant, ultimately, to impact the lives of women in the church, then the lives of 
those women might first inform such feminist work. The question for feminist 
soteriological construction is not about an egalitarian Jesus or pristine Christian origins, 
but rather: how do women deal with patriarchy and exclusion in Christianity in their 
lived realities? There has always been both injury and liberation for women in religious 
ritual. And yet, as I have demonstrated in my historical and contemporary 
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examinations, women find ways to have agency, to speak their voices, and to create 
change. Through the work of feminist liturgies, theological work has the opportunity to 
incorporate women’s wisdom and ritual response into its construction of redemption. 
“For a feminist reconfiguration of lex orandi the task is clear—namely, to begin to write 
gender back into the liturgical tradition. Such work is not about discarding the tradition 
but about uncentering malestream constructions by inscribing a gender-attentive 
narrative in their place.”546 What women’s experience of negotiating sacrificial ritual 
offers to theological analysis is a new narrative for feminist soteriological construction. 
Instead of turning to the egalitarian Jesus or pristine Christian origins, women open up 
the liturgy and with their own experiences tell a new narrative of redemption. 547  
Instead of relying upon a rereading of Christian history that searches for an 
egalitarian Jesus or appeals to pristine origins in order to tell a different narrative of 
redemption, this project proposes that there is another way. Chapter Three proved that 
ritual is a site of negotiation by the marginalized, despite their ritualization. Chapter 
Four demonstrated that ancient women’s negotiation of ritual afforded women the 
ability to stay within ritual and yet also resist and challenge it. This new historical lens 
upon women in ritual led to a survey of contemporary Catholic women’s liturgical 
negotiations, and to the recognition of a new soteriological basis: the enacting of full 
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547 Ibid., 229: “Feminist theology becomes most effective and convincing not in distancing itself as 
far as possible from the tradition but in claiming tradition as a site of struggle over meaning today. Thus, 
the more feminist theology uses and realigns elements that have been appropriated by patriarchal 
interests, the greater the feminist claim on theological credibility.” From 229-230, Berger engages the 
work of Kathryn Tanner and in this quote is outlining the implications of Tanner’s theology done through 
cultural theories. See: Tanner, “Social Theory Concerning the ‘New Social Movements’ and the Practice of 
Feminist Theology,” in Horizons in Feminist Theology: Identity, Tradition, and Norms, eds. Rebecca S. Chopp 
and Sheila Greeve Davaney (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1997), 192.  
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redemption for all persons through the complex negotiation of the community’s ritual, 
which holds on to the meaningful in ritual and yet challenges the practice to greater 
inclusion.  This project challenges that finding a new soteriological narrative in 
women’s ritual praxis does not authorize the patriarchy of ritual or the exclusion of the 
other. Rather, such a basis for redemption emphasizes the actions and creativity—the 
negotiations—made by the community to move the ritual toward inclusivity despite 
efforts to keep it suppressed. As a result, this project challenges feminist theology to 
look ahead, seeing women’s ritual negotiations as the basis of a soteriological narrative 
and the beginning of soteriological construction that moves away from sacrifice and 
suffering and toward an inclusive welcoming community, instead of looking back for an 
egalitarian Jesus or pristine origins.  
This project challenges feminist theology to learn from the lives of women, 
instead of making soteriological conclusions for them. Feminist theology still has 
much to offer toward the liberation of women. But it must start by listening and 
learning from the women in the ritual, the women who abide with its theology, and 
remain in effort to challenge and change the ritual. Therein lies a true feminist 
soteriology that moves away from death and toward life. 
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